





















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the  
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
under the Executive Committee 



























































Learning through Living Together: The Educational Philosophy of Jane Addams 
Kiersten Nieuwejaar 
 
This dissertation examines the educational philosophy of Jane Addams, through her 
written work as well as her work in the Chicago settlement, Hull House. Addams’ critique of 
schools and universities will be discussed, as well as the ways in which she positions Hull House 
as an educational space outside of normative education. This dissertation will also focus on the 
importance that Addams places on the educational relationship as a means for learning, and the 
social knowledge that results from this relationship, as they help to shape and advance society. 
Finally, the dissertation will look at the ways Addams’ educational philosophy can inform 
technological communities in the 21st century in order to foster the kinds of educational 
relationships and social knowledge that we can use to improve our current society. 
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Jane Addams (1860-1935) has long been considered an important American historical 
figure, particularly in the areas of social reform, world peace, and the Pragmatist and Progressive 
movements.1 She is most widely known for her creation of Hull House, the Chicago settlement 
community she founded in 1899 with Ellen Gates Starr (1859-1940). Hull House not only had a 
wide influence on the settlement movement and fellow Pragmatists and Progressives but also on 
the greater public. Many of the programs and policies she helped to create are still utilized today.  
Addams's work, however, is of more than just historical significance. In recent years, a 
resurgence of interest in Addams has resulted in numerous publications about her life and her 
theories, a significant portion of which focus on Addams as a philosopher. Noted scholars such 
as Charlotte Haddock Seigfried, Maurice Hamington, Judy Dee Whipps, and Ellen Condliffe 
Lagemann contend that Addams’ arguments and theories, while not following a formal analytical 
structure, reveal a deeply philosophical concern for the ways in which we live with each other. 
These scholars argue that Addams’ body of work thus deserves to be considered as philosophy 
that is both important to social theory or historical pragmatism, and still relevant today. In books 
such as The Long Road of Woman’s Memory, The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, Newer 
Ideals of Peace, and Democracy and Social Ethics, Addams discusses issues that concern us 
even now: immigration; culture; social morality; class conflicts; sexism; racism. Moreover, 
Addams writes about issues concerning the lack of social connection in ways that resonates with 
our own time. Her philosophy, both in its ideas and in its enactment, is something we can utilize 
today. 
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Throughout her vast collection of writing, Addams is primarily concerned with the ways 
we can collectively create meaningful communities and ways of life through mutual 
understanding. This necessitates learning about each other and about all aspects of living 
together, an idea that is as vital today as it was in Addams’ time. Learning to live together in a 
healthy, democratic community remains integral to the well-being of society and its individuals. 
Addams believes that community is formed through education, particularly through the 
educational relationships we have with others. Her unique perspective on educational 
relationships still has currency, because relationships remain an important component in 
families, schools, and society.  
While Addams never espoused to be an educator per se, the importance she placed on 
education is noteworthy; it affected her activities in Hull House as well as her theories of social 
reform. Yet because Addams rarely wrote exclusively about education, it has remained largely 
the project of researchers and writers to discern her educational theories from her writing. This is 
not an easy task, and the work that has been done thus far in uncovering her ideas about 
education is to be commended. Scholars have addressed some key issues in Addams’ educational 
philosophy within their respective works, revealing a rich and multifaceted approach to 
education that leans heavily on informality and experimentalism, and is meant to engage people 
of all ages and backgrounds. But because much of the scholarship has not been written with her 
educational philosophy solely in mind, Addams’ ideas about education remain largely 
disconnected from each other. Moreover, her contribution to educational theory, especially 
within the Pragmatist tradition, is too often eclipsed by Dewey’s theories and his work at the 
Laboratory School. What is missing from current literature is a comprehensive investigation of 
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Addams’ educational philosophy, which can connect the ideas that are discussed in existing 
scholarship, as well as expand upon them and uncover ideas that have not yet been discussed. An 
investigation into Addams’ educational philosophy can also, in the words of Ellen Condliffe 
Lagemann, “encourage fundamental rethinking of seemingly settled issues” within education.2 
Addams addresses issues and ideas that still have educational currency today. Moreover, 
although the ideas themselves may not seem revolutionary to us (although many of them were in 
her time), the way Addams addresses them allows us to see these ideas in a new light.  
This dissertation aims to address the lack of comprehensive scholarship on Addams’ 
educational philosophy, by providing what I hope will be the starting point to further analysis. In 
this dissertation, I attempt to systematically examine the various aspects of Addams’ educational 
philosophy, as they are enacted in her writing and her work at Hull House, while recognizing that 
these systems are interconnected. I use historical context to situate her educational philosophy 
within the social and philosophical issues that were important in her day, and I put Addams in 
conversation with other key thinkers of her time, both to further her inclusion in the conversation 
and to illustrate the philosophical nature of her ideas. Finally, I discuss Addams as someone 
whose educational philosophy remains interesting, vital, and useful for our own time. 
If we equate education solely with schooling, Addams’ writing may seem to lack what 
we would consider an “educational philosophy.” She refused to call herself an educator or to 
associate Hull House with formal schooling. In fact, she was a vocal critic of schools. Moreover, 
her ideas about education were not systematized into a comprehensive schema. When one looks 
at the collection of her writings and activities at Hull House as a whole, however, what emerges 
begins to look very much like an educational philosophy.3 Addams displays a theory of 
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knowledge, a theory of learning, and a theory of the aims of education as they relate to moral and 
political philosophy, all of which may be considered important components of educational 
philosophy. Addams speaks out against a utilitarian view of education that, in her opinion, 
produces people who lack the ability to truly understand individuals and positions different from 
their own, people who are afraid to act because they are afraid to fail. The remedy she proposes 
is for us to think differently about what education is and what it can do for us. Addams’ work 
thus invites us to reexamine the way we see the philosophy of education. 
Perhaps the most important aspect of Addams’ educational philosophy is that it aims to 
go well beyond a philosophy of schooling. That is to say, it encompasses not only teachers and 
students, but workers, parents and grandparents, children and adolescents, adults and the elderly 
– every member of a community and all of their experiences at any age and stage of life. For 
Addams, learning does not happen prior to “real life”; living together is itself a continual process 
in which we learn to live. Education is more than a mere tool to be used toward better living; it is 
a way of living together.  
To see education as a way of living together is to see it as reliant not upon one curriculum 
or method, not upon one space or period of time or particular person, but upon social living in all 
of its shapes and forms and people, at all times. It is to understand that education can be informal 
as well as formal, that it can happen spontaneously, and is sometimes not only unplanned, but 
unable to be planned. It is to work toward improving the ways in which we live, while 
understanding that our life situation is always changing, and thus no solution is ever final. 
Education is to be continually in the activity of settling and unsettling, of reevaluating and 
restructuring, of doubling-back as well as pressing forward. It is to realize that failure is not 
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something to be avoided at all costs, but rather to be valued in terms of its potential for teaching 
us what does not presently work and why. And it is to seriously consider the consequences of our 
actions as they affect the relationships we form within our smaller and larger communities. 
Addams’ educational philosophy embraces all of these variables of social life as educational 
variables, both actual and potential. 
Looking at Addams’ educational philosophy as a way of living together can merge 
aspects which have been discussed in existing works about her thought into a cohesive whole. In 
considering living together as educative, Addams opens a space in which all of the areas of 
social life become ripe for learning. Thinking of her educational philosophy as a way of living 
together also uncovers aspects of her writing that have not yet been fully addressed. These as yet 
unexplored areas add to the richness of her educational philosophy. Lastly, addressing her 
theories in an integrative work will allow her unique voice to be more fully heard in the field of 
education and beyond. Addams’ educational philosophy has as much to say about how we 
educate each other today as it did in her time. In her writings, Addams invites us to look beyond 
schooling and seriously consider all of the educational aspects of living together. Her theories 
have the potential to inform our current understanding of schools, universities, and other 
exclusively educational spaces, but they also provide a way to view other contemporary spaces 
as venues for social education.  
One of the challenges of writing a dissertation on Addams’ educational philosophy is that 
she rarely wrote specifically about education. The exceptions are a few notable chapters in larger 
volumes of her work that do address school or educational issues, such as Democracy and Social 
Ethics, Twenty Years at Hull House, and The Second Twenty Years at Hull House. While 
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important, these chapters do not constitute the entirety of her thoughts on education. Perhaps the 
most important parts of her educational philosophy occur throughout many of her various essays, 
articles, and books, as well as in her personal letters, unpublished works, and the programs she 
instituted at Hull House and beyond.  
The way Addams presents her arguments is itself a challenge to standard philosophy. Her 
ideas are not laid out in a precise logical format, but more conversationally, sometimes subtly 
drawing her point through narrative and contextual descriptions rather than conventional 
philosophical arguments. While she is not alone in this style of exposition, her sheer mastery of 
subtlety can mask her arguments at times. Addams often changed the tenor of her speeches and 
essays to better address certain audiences; these differences can lead to a misconception that she 
is inconsistent in her philosophical ideals. This dissertation aims to tease out various ideas, 
solidify others, and generally find the threads of educational philosophy that run throughout her 
works to form a more cohesive and consistent whole of her educational philosophy. 
My main mode of investigation for this dissertation is Addams’ own work; most 
importantly, her published articles, essays, and books, with the addition of letters or other 
unpublished texts when they provide further support of her educational philosophy. My 
secondary research includes books or articles about Addams’ work at Hull House and in the 
surrounding community, in particular those that concern themselves with education. 
Additionally, my research explores the perspective of Addams’ contemporaries – fellow Hull 
House residents, journalists, immigrant neighbors, and others – when they support and/or clarify 
her own ideas. The use of these sources has its limits, as many of them can only tell us what 
Addams did, rather than what she was thinking. However, such descriptions actually provide an 
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opportunity to see her philosophy at work in its most literal sense. Addams did not merely write 
philosophy as a thought experiment; she actively practiced her ideas in the daily activities she 
developed at Hull House and in her work with the impoverished immigrant community of 
Chicago’s Nineteenth Ward in the early twentieth century. Descriptions of her activities at Hull 
House provide experiential support for the theories she did not fully develop in her writing. In 
other words, what she did helps us to understand how she thought about education.  
One of Addams’ contemporaries is of special importance to the task of elucidating her 
thoughts. John Dewey (1859-1952) knew and worked closely with Addams, developing ideas 
that often mirrored her own in many ways. Until recently, Addams was considered more as a 
corollary to Dewey. As Seigfried observes, much of the “standard philosophical literature” solely 
credits Dewey’s influence on Addams rather than acknowledging the reciprocal nature of their 
relationship.”4 However, more recent scholars have asserted that Addams and Dewey, in fact, 
mutually influenced each other’s philosophies, each utilizing ideas from the other to further their 
own arguments. In this dissertation, I use Dewey’s language to help clarify Addams’ ideas, 
where their theories coincide, while recognizing the need to be sensitive to both thinkers. This is 
especially important, because while they do address many of the same overall topics and are 
often in agreement, their standpoints can and do differ at times in larger and smaller ways.  
In addition to primary texts, my methodology has included research into contemporary 
scholarship on Addams. Some of this comes from biographies, but most of it has focused on 
philosophers who write about her, such as Maurice Hamington and Charlene Haddock Seigfried. 
For the most part, current scholars who write about Addams as a philosopher are in concordance 
with one another. They investigate different aspects of her philosophy, but they all agree that she 
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is a philosopher. These scholars provide an existing structure of argument for taking Addams 
seriously as a philosopher, which has helped me to build my arguments for her educational 
philosophy. 
Addams’ philosophy tends to transcend any one category, as she was greatly influenced 
by a great many thinkers and philosophies, and her own ideas reflect an openness toward 
multiple opinions and modes of thought. Some scholars, most notably Seigfried, Whipps, and 
Hamington, have focused on the pragmatist and feminist aspects of Addams’ thought. I do not 
include a major discussion of feminism in this dissertation. This is, in part, because the 
scholarship on Addams already includes a great deal of feminist critiques, which I do not wish to 
duplicate. Additionally, I am reticent about bringing a large-scale discussion of feminism into the 
dissertation because it seems to me that while she writes as a woman, and often writes about 
women, her educational philosophy is essentially universal. Addams discusses issues that 
concern women not only as women, but as members of the human race. She connects these 
issues to larger philosophical ideas concerning how we live together as humans. Thus, although 
Addams’ work is often characterized as feminist, I believe she would object to that 
characterization as too narrow for her aims. Addams’ writing is radical because she writes about 
women’s experiences or standpoints as universal concerns that affect us all, not just women. By 
writing from a universal point of view, Addams does what countless male thinkers have done, 
which is to assume that her point of view can be (and should be) shared by everyone. It is not 
feminist, I believe, so much as it is humanist. 
Throughout the dissertation, I deliberately use feminine pronouns with greater frequency 
in the dissertation than I use male pronouns. Addams herself uses mostly feminine pronouns in 
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her work, in large part, because much of her work uses women both as examples and as subject 
matter. Books like The Long Road of Women’s Memory and A New Conscience and an Ancient 
Evil are specifically about issues that concerned women in Addams’ time. In addition, most of 
the residents of Hull House were women, although there were some men in residence over the 
years. Addams does use male pronouns in certain situations, such as when she writes about 
immigrants in the school system. But Addams also chooses feminine pronouns in situations 
where she could use either male or female pronouns, and she makes those choices without 
explanation or caveat, which I believe subtly marks such a choice as normal rather than unusual. 
By using the feminine pronoun frequently, Addams helps to normalize the notion of using “she” 
instead of “he.” I use mostly feminine pronouns throughout my dissertation to align with her 
usage, but also because I believe that using feminine pronouns as a default, rather than as the 
exception, emphasizes her notion that women’s perspectives are as universal as men’s 
perspectives. 
Although she does not call herself a pragmatist, Addams espouses many ideas that can be 
identified as pragmatist. In this dissertation I discuss her pragmatist ideas, as they are quite 
closely linked to her educational philosophy, especially in the areas of experimentalism and 
experience. Addams’ ties to pragmatism and progressivism are notable, and in recent years she 
has begun to be considered one of the first pragmatists along with Dewey, James, and Peirce. 
What is most interesting to me, however, is the way her work goes beyond theory to discuss 
what actually happens when the pragmatist ideals rub up against real-life situations. 
I use the word “social” frequently throughout the dissertation, in discussion of Addams’ 
ideas as well as my own. Addams never directly defines what she means as social; nevertheless, 
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her writing conveys her understanding of the word. I see Addams’ concept of the social as 
grounded in relationship. When she utilizes phrases like “social life,” “social ethics,” or “social 
democracy,” she refers to the ways in which our relations with others affects our lives or 
communities. Similarly, her examination of “social evils” or “social ills” reflects her view that 
they spring from maladjustment or lack of relationship. We live with others, not alone, although 
at times it may feel as though we are very alone in the midst of our communities. Addams 
understands people as seekers of companionship with others. For Addams, then, the nature of the 
word “social” has to do as much with our desire to live together as it does with the act of living 
together. My use of the word “social” connotes these meanings as well.  
In general, I view Addams’ writing style and tone with an eye toward historical and 
situational context. Nonetheless, I feel that it is important to address some of the language she 
uses in her work that may be seen as problematic. When describing immigrants, Addams often 
uses words like “primitive” or “simple.” In part, her choice of words reflects the time in which 
she lived, when many Americans considered immigrants to be rather unsophisticated, having 
come mostly from poor, rural areas in their home countries. Sometimes her descriptions of 
immigrant life sound suspiciously like depictions of the noble savage, where the peasants possess 
a kind of wholesome, “uniform kindness and courtesy.”5 At other times, her descriptions of their 
actions puts them in almost a childlike light, easily swayed by suggestions.6 Again, I believe this 
is largely a reflection of her era, in which immigrants were often cast as either dangerous 
criminals or as pure-hearted and humble folk. Additionally, throughout her work, Addams also 
discusses immigrants in sympathetic and fully human ways, describing their shortcomings as 
well as their more generous qualities. While this doesn’t excuse Addams from engaging in 
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stereotypes or paternalism, it does serve as a reminder of how these assumptions can be hard to 
overcome, even for someone who worked as hard to really understand immigrants from their 
own points of view as she did. 
My first chapter aims to situate Addams’ philosophy as it emerged out of her own 
experiences. I believe that for any thinker, a biographical sketch lets us better understand the 
ways in which her life has influenced her work. In Addams’ case, this is especially important, 
because so much of her life directly influenced her ideas about the social aspects of education. A 
biographical sketch of Addams is essential to my later discussion of her educational philosophy. 
As I move through each stage of her life, I try to highlight moments or relationships that 
impacted her work, from her earliest memories of her father, to her college years, where she 
experienced a socially educational atmosphere that later influenced the character of Hull House. 
It was during her own formative years of education that she developed some of the notions that 
would permeate her later work. Using Addams’ life as a lens for her work, it becomes clear, for 
instance, that her period of aimlessness affected her understanding of young upper-class 
individuals and their thwarted desires to help right social ills. This biographical period also 
provides a preliminary context for the way her writing and her work at Hull House were 
interconnected. Finally, looking at Addams’ life gives better insight into the type of person she 
was. Addams was not willing to deny the knowledge she had gained through personal 
experience. This is especially true of her commitment to peace in the face of national 
condemnation, when she faced vehement public criticism over her refusal to support World War 
I. Yet although her popularity plummeted as a result of her peace activism, she maintained her 
position that peaceful solutions were the only way to resolve difference. 
   
12 
 
My second chapter, “The Snare of Education,” positions Addams as a critic of normative 
education and establishes her position as being outside of traditional schooling. Addams had 
good reasons for disassociating Hull House from schools or colleges, even as she and her 
colleagues attempted to imbue Hull House with a collegiate atmosphere, and provided programs 
that resembled “school” type programs. Her objections against normative education were 
primarily based in the ways she saw schools and universities as limiting social connection and 
interaction between people, and failing to provide any connection between people and the larger 
social groupings of which they were a part. In her writings, Addams argues that this separation 
effects everyone, regardless of economic or cultural privilege, and frustrates the process of social 
justice by stunting people’s capacity to help each other. Her critique challenged the schools of 
her time to do more, and provides us almost a century later with alternative visions for schooling 
that highlight her own understanding of education as a social endeavor. 
The next four chapters concern Addams’ educational philosophy as it develops 
throughout her work. Chapter three, “The Social Nature of Education,” provides an overview of 
her educational philosophy as it played out at Hull House. Throughout the chapter, I discuss the 
different aspects of the settlement that illustrate Addams’ ideal of education as a way of living 
together. Because the settlement residents focused on living together as a primarily educational 
act, they viewed knowledge and education differently. This shaped the nature of the settlement, 
making it open to new ideas and experimentally driven in the quest for better social 
undertakings. The socially educational focus of the settlement provided a view of living that was 
attentive and sensitive to the contexts and situations of the neighborhood, and allowed for 
flexibility and spontaneity. It put residents in the position of students and researchers, so that 
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they were able to learn from settlement life and to use what they had learned to improve it. It also 
put immigrants in the position of teachers, allowing them to occupy a space that was normally 
denied to them.  
The relative positions of resident and immigrant are further discussed in Chapter four, 
“The Educational Relationship.” In this chapter, I argue that Addams’ settlement work and her 
writing show that she sees the relationship between resident and immigrant as mutual and 
reciprocal. Her descriptions of the relationship and what each side does for the other are meant to 
dissolve some of the normative class distinctions and illustrate how much the resident gains from 
the relationship as well as the immigrant. Addams argues that the stakes are different for each 
side, but still vastly important for both. She also fully acknowledges that, for the resident at least, 
fulfilling those stakes comes at the cost of their cultural or class biases, a loss that ultimately can 
cause a negative emotional response. For Addams, the feeling of perplexity is more than a 
feeling of curiosity or inquiry; the experience of perplexity can cause emotional disturbance and 
distress. The educational relationship requires that we remain vulnerable to these moments of 
perplexity, as they can help us learn from each other. Being vulnerable, then, is a requirement for 
this kind of social education, because in being vulnerable we open ourselves up to new 
perspectives from sources we might otherwise discount. 
The fifth chapter, “The Textual Relationship,” concerns the way Addams utilizes text to 
engender relationships between her readers and people they might not otherwise know. This is a 
difficult thing to do, as a text cannot engage spontaneously with or respond in real-time to its 
reader, the way two people can when they are face-to-face. Engendering a textual relationship 
requires a slow and gradual process of argument that leads the reader gently to a perplexity, then 
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tries to help her resolve that perplexity. This process hopefully opens up a space for a different 
viewpoint. I begin with Margaret J. Marshall’s explanation of the way Addams educates through 
her writing, both in her arguments themselves, and by using her texts as an enactment of her 
ideas about knowledge and teaching. Addams moves through narratives, weaving authoritative 
voices with marginalized voices, to achieve what Marshall calls “synthesis.”7 I then examine 
Addams’ book, A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, as it enacts this synthesis, bringing the 
reader from one conception of prostitutes to another, more sympathetic conception. By working 
from the most sympathetic to the least sympathetic example, she emotionally connects the reader 
with women who have entered prostitution for all sorts of reasons. Her ability to connect readers 
with other women on a human level allows for sympathy, and hopefully impel her readers to act. 
 The sixth chapter discusses social knowledge as it evolves from the educational 
relationship. I begin by looking at the settlement’s position on knowledge as that which is 
utilized in the act of living together, and the emotional and experimental aspects of knowledge 
that arise out of that perspective. I then engage with Maurice Hamington’s work on Addams’ 
concept of sympathetic knowledge. Hamington provides a well laid-out examination of 
sympathetic knowledge that helps to elucidate many of the social aspects inherent within 
Addams’ concept of knowledge. His discussion of the aspects of disruption and empathy are 
particularly helpful in exploring the role of relationship in the formation of social knowledge. In 
this chapter, I also bring Dewey back into a longer conversation with Addams, as he expressly 
discusses social knowledge in ways that resonate with Addams’ views. Finally, I use Dewey to 
show where I think Addams differs, in terms of how we educate through living together and 
what is at stake. 
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The epilogue of the dissertation deals with how we might go about utilizing Addams’ 
educational philosophy today. Perhaps rather fittingly for Addams, I do not discuss how we 
might use her philosophy in schools, but rather outside of them. I am most interested in how her 
philosophy can help us to utilize our social spaces in ways that can lead to emotional connections 
and educational relationships that she promotes. In particular, I am intrigued by the ways 
technology has created a new communal space in the internet. In many respects, this modern day 
transition mirrors how the Industrial Revolution helped to create the modern industrial-age city. 
Addams saw the city as a space that not only illuminated existing social inequities but also 
created new ones. Moreover, she believed that the urban locale in which these new issues 
developed would also provide the impetus and the possibility for social change. Similarly, I 
argue that the internet can be seen as a “new city,” if you will, which has brought some of our 
ongoing social problems to a head, but which also contains a new opportunity for community 
and a new possibility for social engagement. I begin my discussion with the aspects of social 
action as they function on the internet, on the ways activists use internet technology to foment 
activism, and how this often leads to real-world results. I then turn to internet communities as 
they enact the kinds of educational relationships and social knowledge Addams defined in her 
writings.  
In our time, fears about the internet often focus on how it has disconnected us from each 
other; yet it also serves as a way to bring us together through intentional internet communities, 
forums, and groups. The conversations that occur in these groups exhibit Addams’ philosophy in 
very interesting and very real ways. An analysis of educational relationships as they play out in 
online communities and the social knowledge that develops as a result shows that it is possible to 
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see our new landscape as ripe for social education. Ultimately, I believe that the internet gives us 
an opportunity for social understanding that can result in the kind of educational transformation 
that Addams advocates in her work. 





Jane Addams: a Biography 
When we read the works of thinkers, philosophers, essayists and other writers, their 
words often come to us almost as if they are extant, rather than having been created by a person 
who lived, thought, and felt things which led to the writing of those words. Yet biography is a 
valuable source of information, for it helps us to understand the person behind the words, which 
can also help us to understand why and how they thought as they did. For a writer like Jane 
Addams, biography is especially essential to any understanding of her ideas, for not only did her 
life directly influence her work and thought, but her writings often specifically reference 
episodes of her life as a form of anecdotal evidence for her arguments. Addams uses her own 
experiences as well as the experiences of others to lend credence and force to her arguments 
about theoretical matters. Addams’ writing is intimately tied to experiences; what is more, it 
draws power from the personal nature with which she writes. In order to better understand her 
ideas about education, it is therefore important to begin with a biographical sketch of her life. 
Section 1.1: Addams’ Early Years 
Laura Jane Addams was born on September 6, 1860, in Cedarville, Illinois, to John Huy 
Addams, and Sarah Weber Addams. Addams’ family was wealthy and socially prominent; her 
father was a successful mill-owner and banker, and served 16 years in the Illinois State Senate. 
Her mother, Sarah (Weber) Addams, died in childbirth when Addams was two years old. Four 
years later, her father remarried a women by the name of Alice Haldeman Addams. Her 
stepmother, who raised her for most of her childhood, was elegant, cultured, and well-read. 
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Although wealthy, Addams was brought up in a rural setting and attended a one-room 
schoolhouse with other local children from her village, many of whom were the children of 
farmhands and mill workers. This exposed her at an early age to the social divide between rich 
and poor. Her desire to live among and help those in need was, she claims, sparked at a young 
age, when she observed a row of houses on a poverty-stricken street and “declared with much 
firmness when I grew up I should, of course, have a large house, but it would not be built among 
the other large houses, but right in the midst of horrid little houses like these.”1  
Addams’ early childhood was marked by tragedy. Her mother’s death was not the only 
loss she suffered early on in her life. When she was just five years old, she also lost her 16 year-
old sister, Martha, to typhoid fever. In addition, she suffered from spinal deformities, which not 
only caused her periodic pain throughout her life but also made her self-conscious. She was 
especially keen to spare her father any embarrassment on behalf of her condition.2 Reading 
Addams’ reflections about her childhood, one has the impression that she was a serious and 
sensitive girl, who early on considered the feelings of the people she loved as much as she did 
her own needs and emotions. 
The primary object of Addams’ childhood affections was her father, John H. Addams. 
Addams was devoted to her father, and he remained a large influence on her life long after his 
death. His influence is evident in Twenty Years at Hull House when Addams recalls how her 
father once advised her not to wear her good cloak to Sunday school, lest she make others with 
shabbier clothes feel badly. Upon asking her father what might be done about the inequity, she 
writes that her father replied “that it might never be righted so far as clothes went, but that people 
might be equal in things that mattered much more than clothes, the affairs of education, and 
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religion, for instance, and that it was very stupid to wear the sort of clothes that made it harder to 
have equality even there.”3 Addams goes on to suggest that the seeds of her life’s work were 
sown in these early experiences with her father. 
By all accounts, Addams was a keen and competitive student. Her early letters and diary 
entries note her academic triumphs as well as her frustrations with a few subjects, most notably 
Latin and spelling.4 When she was 17 years old, Addams was accepted into the newly opened 
Smith College for Women in Massachusetts, and very much wanted to attend the accredited 
school. Her father, however, wished to send her to the nearby Rockford Female Seminary in 
Rockford, Illinois, where her sisters had matriculated. In Twenty Years at Hull House, Addams is 
reserved in her expression of disappointment at not being allowed to attend Smith, but even so, 
her memory of resigned frustration comes through. Her personal disappointment illuminates to 
the modern reader the extent to which women of all classes were constrained by social 
convention and patriarchal authority, however kind that figure might have been. 
Section 1.2: Educational Influences 
Despite her disappointment at not attending Smith, Addams made the most of her time at 
Rockford, thriving both academically and socially. She joined a number of school organizations, 
including the debate society and the Rockford Science Association, and founded others. 
Although quite serious about her studies, she was also happy to engage in recreation with her 
classmates, and her naturally calm and friendly demeanor, as well as her ability to remain above 
the fray of petty gossip, attracted others to her.5 She was elected class president each of her four 
years there. While at Rockford, Addams made many long-lasting friendships, the most important 
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of which was with Ellen Gates Starr (1859-1940), the future co-founder of Hull House. Starr was 
only at Rockford for one year, but the two women remained close friends and would eventually 
collaborate on the creation of Hull House. Addams describes her seminary days in Twenty Years 
at Hull House as a lively social scene, in which students engaged in “spirited discussions” about 
philosophy. They went so far as to challenge each other to read historians such as John Lothrop 
Motley or Edward Gibbon during the summer holidays. Upon their return to classes in the fall, 
they would mercilessly quiz those who claimed to have finished the historical works. These 
social interactions left their impression on Addams, as she would write decades later: “Perhaps 
this early companionship showed me how essentially similar are the various forms of social 
effort, and curiously enough, the actual activities of a missionary school are not unlike many that 
are carried on in a Settlement situated in a foreign quarter.”6 The notion of a collegial social 
atmosphere was one she would later foster at Hull House. 
At Rockford, Addams evinced both an interest and talent in writing; she was the editor of 
the Rockford Seminary magazine as well as a frequent contributor, and also the president of the 
Rockford Literary Society. A prolific public speaker at the seminary, she represented Rockford 
in the Illinois Intercollegiate Oratorical Contest.7 Addams was considered an excellent student 
both by her peers and her teachers, most notably Sarah Anderson, an English and gymnastics 
instructor at Rockford, who later became her lifelong friend; Caroline Potter, who taught history 
and literature; and Sarah Blaisdell, the Latin and Greek instructor, who privately tutored Addams 
in the Greek New Testament, an honor she cherished.8 Addams’ hard work, along with her 
advanced coursework, was recognized when she became one of the first students to receive a 
bachelor’s degree at Rockford upon its accreditation in 1882. Addams maintained a close 
   
21 
 
relationship with her alma mater over the years, returning again and again to speak at 
commencements, and eventually becoming a trustee of the school. 
As the valedictorian of the graduating class of 1881, Addams provided a glimpse into her 
future at Hull House and her developing philosophy in her valedictory speech, entitled 
“Cassandra.” Addams’ speech shows that even at as a young woman, she was thinking very 
seriously about the types of issues that would take up her life’s work. She started her speech by 
linking Cassandra, the famous prophetess of ancient Greece, with intuition, calling it the 
“feminine trait of mind.”9 Addams argued that this intuition was “an accurate perception of Truth 
and Justice which rest[ed] contented in itself, and [would] make no effort to confirm itself, or to 
organize through existing knowledge.”10  
As a young woman giving a speech to a graduating class of young women, it makes sense 
that Addams would want her speech to pertain to women. But she was making a larger point in 
describing intuition as a specifically feminine trait of mind. Cassandra’s prophecies were 
ignored, as women’s voices were often still ignored. Such a “mighty intuitive perception of 
Truth,” Addams lamented, “[counted] nothing in the force of the world.”11 Industrial and 
scientific knowledge had increased demands on labor and man, “but as yet [had] added nothing 
to the vitality and spontaneous motives of mankind. With increasing demands the force of 
society tends to be mechanical and conscious, rather than vital.”12 What was needed, Addams 
contended, was intuition – the “beautiful force which Plato taught” – that could move people 
toward Truth.13 Addams stated her belief that women could utilize their intuition through a study 
of science, which would teach them to test their intuitions to make sure they were “genuine” 
versus mere belief. These insights, honed slowly but surely, would give women greater accuracy 
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in their perception of Truth and enlarge their sympathies to the point at which they could face 
issues of social justice with the same care that they would “care for and understand a crippled 
child.”14  
In Addams’ speech, we can see her trying to frame a space for women’s voices as 
authoritative and worthy of respect. If scientific knowledge was assumed to be a man’s realm, 
she reasoned, intuition would be the women’s realm. It would provide an alternative way of 
seeking Truth, as well as a base for social action. It was an essay that perhaps spoke as much to 
Addams’ insecurities as a woman in a man’s world as it did to her belief in intuition. Yet we can 
also see that she was already starting to find connections between herself and other women, and 
social action. “Cassandra” was her first published attempt at figuring out where she and other 
women fit in the wider realm. 
Section 1.3: The Years Before Hull House 
For all of her activity at Rockford, after graduation Addams found herself, like a number 
of college graduates, feeling “purposeless and without ambition.”15 After the intense intellectual 
atmosphere of Rockford, life at home would have seemed quite different and rather uninspiring. 
She had ambitions to go on to Smith College, but after being laid low with illness in the summer 
after she left Rockford, Addams put off her plan to go east for her degree. Soon after her decision 
to postpone Smith, Addams suffered a great personal tragedy when her father died suddenly 
from a ruptured appendix at the age of 59. Addams’ father had been her confidant and her moral 
compass. His death, she wrote, was “the greatest sorrow that can ever come to me.”16 
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The impact of John Addams’ death on the entire family was devastating, particularly for 
Addams; not only had she lost her cherished father, but she became the de facto primary 
companion for her newly widowed stepmother. The pull of the “family claim” was strong in her 
time even for unmarried, childless women, who were often expected to care for any family 
member in need. Still, it was characteristic of Addams that she attempted to find solace in 
meaningful activity, for soon after her father’s death she moved with her stepmother to 
Philadelphia and started medical school. Her tenure as a medical student, however, did not last 
long; recurring spinal pain and a growing disillusionment with medical school caused her to 
leave after a semester. She also abandoned a second attempt to attend Smith College, after she 
became bedridden with the pain of both her spinal injury and its treatments. The months of 
discomfort, illness, and loss took an emotional as well as a physical toll on Addams, who would 
later admit that the experience “left me in a state of nervous exhaustion with which I struggled 
for years.”17 She also struggled with feelings of indecision and weariness.18 Addams would later 
utilize these memories in her depictions of the feelings of young, frustrated upper-class society in 
books like Twenty Years at Hull House and Democracy and Social Ethics.  
Addams’ uncertainty about the future was echoed in the speech she gave to the Rockford 
Female Seminary Alumnae Association in June of 1883. Just one year after achieving 
accreditation, Rockford Seminary, now Rockford College, was suffering from growing pains. 
Addams likened Rockford’s (and perhaps her own) situation to a “crayfish who has exuviated the 
old shell and lies helpless and exhausted, unfitted to the new.”19 Yet her final words to the 
association were hopeful: 
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Do not separate the future from the past, the line of progress is a shaded line and never 
abrupt, and as each alumna is bound to the past of the Seminary by the sacred ties of pity, 
memory and faithfulness, so ye are each bound to the future of the College by the stirring 
appeal to your courage and ambitions – by all that makes life uplifted and progressive.20 
 
With these words, Addams reminds us that while the present may be uncertain, it is just as much 
grounded in the past as it is pointed toward the future. Courage and ambition for the future come 
out of past experience. Our past has continually shaped our present, as our present is continually 
shaping our future. Uncertainty is a part of growth, but it does not mean we are unmoored from 
our foundations. Rather, our foundations give us what we need to grow and develop into our new 
selves.  
In 1883, Addams and her stepmother embarked on a two-year European tour. This was 
not an uncommon occurrence for young wealthy women of Addams’ time; it was looked upon as 
a broadening and educational experience, which would enhance a young woman’s college 
experience or replace it altogether.21 In Addams’ case, it was also prescribed as a tonic for her 
exhaustion.22 She was enthusiastic about the trip and treated it as an educational opportunity, 
learning as much as she could about the places she visited and attending numerous lectures and 
tours of art galleries and museums. At the same time, Addams’ tours led her to see aspects of 
local European life that provided her with further education in poverty and social inequality. She 
witnessed beggar children in Ireland, women performing backbreaking labor for pennies a day in 
Germany, and poor people swarming food stalls for spoiled, cheap produce and meat in 
London’s East End, a desperate reality which made her “thoroughly sad and perplexed.”23 
Although she did not write a great deal about these experiences, they undoubtedly made an 
impression upon her as she travelled. She would later write that her experiences in London 
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showed her that a college education alone did not adequately prepare one for the task of social 
action.24 
Section 1.4: Dream to Reality: the Formation of Hull House 
In the late fall of 1885, Addams joined her stepmother and stepbrother George in 
Baltimore, Maryland, where George was a graduate student at John Hopkins University. It had 
been the hope of both her stepbrother and stepmother that she and George might one day be 
married, but Addams did not share this sentiment; whatever she might do with her life, it would 
not include becoming Mrs. Jane Haldeman. By now, Addams had been out of college for four 
years and had answered the “family claim” of her stepmother, stepbrother, and sisters. She had 
cared for her family members as they needed her and been a companion to her stepmother, but 
ultimately she felt unsatisfied and smothered by her filial duties. Addams would later write about 
the tension that college-educated women faced between their responsibility to family, and the 
responsibility they might feel to society. In her case, she tried to “secure a more active share in 
the community life.”25 
Addams’ time in Baltimore was spent studying art, making the rounds of the local social 
circles, and working with the Charity Organization Society, mainly visiting the residents of an 
orphanage that served African American girls and a home for elderly African American 
women.26 This was her first foray into active social work. In 1887, Addams embarked upon 
another European tour, this time without her stepmother; instead, she was joined by Ellen Gates 
Starr and a few other friends. During this trip, she returned to England and visited Toynbee Hall, 
a settlement house in London’s East End. 
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At Toynbee Hall, Addams saw that it was possible for upper-class individuals to live and 
work within a poor community. This was a departure from the way in which charitable 
organizations were run. Traditionally, workers came into the poorer communities to help but 
always returned to their own homes in better neighborhoods. Toynbee Hall was created to bridge 
the divide between the upper and working classes, and to promote education, political awareness, 
and social action. The residents, upper-class college-educated men, lived at the settlement house 
and coordinated the civic groups and social organizations, classes, and recreational activities 
from the residence. Toynbee's university-like buildings, free lectures, social clubs, and its overall 
air of congeniality gave it the feeling of a college, rather than a charity home. It was a place 
where rich and poor could - and did - congregate with each other in an atmosphere of mutual 
respect.  
Addams was fascinated by the settlement; so much so, that she insisted that Ellen Starr 
visit Toynbee Hall as well.27 In a letter to her sister Sarah, Addams wrote, “It is so free from 
‘professional doing good,’ so unaffectedly sincere and so productive of good results in its classes 
and libraries that it seems perfectly ideal.”28 The notion that upper and working class people 
could live and work together for mutual benefit struck a chord in Addams. It answered both her 
personal need to do something meaningful, and her growing awareness of the needs of the poor. 
It was also a way to disengage from her “family claims” without getting married; a specific life 
plan gave Addams a legitimate reason to move out. Although her stepmother was not happy 
about her daughter leaving, there was nothing she could really do to stop Addams. When she 
returned to the United States in the summer of 1888, Addams began the "scheme" that would 
eventually become Hull House. 
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Jane Addams asked several of her friends from Rockford College to join her in starting a 
settlement house, among them Sarah Anderson and Helen Harrington, who had also gone with 
her to Europe and had seen Toynbee Hall. Ellen Gates Starr decided to join Addams in the 
venture. Starr was a great asset in forming a settlement house, due to her experience teaching and 
her social contacts in Chicago, where she and Addams planned to put their "scheme" into 
practice. While Starr taught school, Addams spent time exploring various Chicago slums and 
promoting their vision through a campaign of letter-writing, meetings with officials, politicians 
and philanthropists, and lectures at various organizations and churches.29 Addams was lucky to 
make two important contacts during this time: Julia Beveridge, a social philanthropist with many 
connections; and Mastro Valerio, an editor at the magazine D'Italia, who was well-known to the 
Italian inhabitants of the Nineteenth Ward, where Addams and Starr intended to settle.30 Addams 
also had the good fortune to find a house at 335 Halstead Street that was large and right in the 
middle of a poverty-stricken immigrant neighborhood. Built 30 years earlier as a summer house 
for the wealthy magnate Charles Hull, the property was available for rent. Its owner, Helen 
Culver, eventually donated the property to Hull House. Addams and Starr moved into the house 
on September 18, 1889. It was the second settlement house to open in the U.S and the first in the 
world to be run by women instead of men. 
At the time Addams and Starr moved in, the Nineteenth Ward of Chicago was a district 
of factories and tenement houses in various stages of disrepair, tightly crowded together 
alongside various shops and saloons.31 The ward was home for people from eighteen different 
nationalities, including Russian, Italian, German, Scandinavian, French, Chinese, Greek, and 
Turkish.32 This was one of the poorest wards in the city, with most households surviving on five 
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to ten dollars a week, through various kinds of unskilled labor. It was also home to a number of 
brothels.33 Many of the inhabitants worked in sweatshops, producing garments at breakneck 
speed. Their children worked as well, in factories, or as newsboys, errand-runners, or bootblacks. 
These jobs contributed to their ill health, along with infectious diseases that often ran rampant.34 
Garbage overflowed from bins and piled on the street, mixed with manure from passing horses.35 
In all, the Nineteenth Ward was a place that was far from the comfortable neighborhoods Jane 
Addams and Ellen Gates Starr had known. 
The settlement had a rather awkward beginning. Addams and Starr were unsure of 
themselves in their new role and uncomfortable with the task of "visiting" their new neighbors to 
promote the settlement and its purpose. Dubious as to why two wealthy women would want to 
live in the midst of squalor, their neighbors initially kept their distance. Things began to change 
for the better when Hull House opened a kindergarten and various social clubs for children. 
These services filled a need both for the children and their mothers, who now had a safe and 
educational place to send their children while they worked. Addams and Starr also invited their 
neighbors in the Nineteenth Ward over for coffee and meals, a friendly gesture that had its 
rewards. Within a short period of time, Hull House was home to numerous clubs and social 
organizations. Its rooms hosted political talks, educational lectures, art and musical exhibitions 
of many varieties. In a relatively short amount of time, the two young women had succeeded in 
welcoming the neighborhood into their home.  
Hull House was, at its core, an actual home; not just by virtue of the residents who lived 
there, but because Addams and Starr brought their own furniture and furnishings, their own 
books, dishes and silverware, to the house on Halstead Street.36 As Addams wrote, "We 
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furnished the house as we would have furnished it were it in another part of the city.... Probably 
no young matron ever placed her own things in her own house with more pleasure than that with 
which we first furnished Hull House."37 The nicely furnished home was shared fully with the 
inhabitants of the Nineteenth Ward; not only their parlors and kitchen, but even their bathrooms 
were open for use by neighbors. This inclusion was particularly noteworthy, since there were no 
public baths in the vicinity, and only three other tubs in the neighborhood east of Hull House.38 
This reinforced the notion that Hull House was different from an institution, and that Addams, 
Starr, and the other residents were not giving charity as much as engaged in the act of being 
extremely good neighbors.  
An article in the Chicago Tribune described the two friends thus: 
The things they do, the amount of life and thought they set in motion, the practical 
happiness and help they bring the people with whom they live in touch and give a part in 
their esthetic, social, and intellectual life—literally in touch. These young women believe 
that all luxury is a right that can be and is shared. They have taken their books, pictures, 
learning, gentle manner, esthetic taste—all—down to South Halsted Street. This is how 
they are shared.... Lectures and concerts and classes and parties—work and play and 
social enjoyment. And then the life in the background—the daily contact of these 
opposite classes, the individual give and take that cannot be measured except by 
posterity.39 
Addams, Starr, and the other residents were open and willing to try anything that might 
fill a need in the community, and to tweak or replace those things that were not working. Early 
on, residents learned "not to hold to preconceived ideas of what the neighborhood ought to have, 
but to keep [themselves] in readiness to modify and adapt [their] undertakings as [they] 
discovered those things which the neighborhood was ready to accept."40 Rooms and buildings 
were added to house a gymnasium, coffee house, classrooms, art gallery, and the Labor Museum, 
where immigrants could display their handiwork and teach the younger generations the skills 
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they had learned, such as spinning or woodcarving. Evening lectures concerned a wide range of 
subjects and topics, from a wide variety of speakers, both well-known and locally grown. 
Dinners, dances, and other social activities provided opportunities for fun, while sewing, 
knitting, mechanical and cooking classes provided opportunities to learn useful skills. Neighbors 
gained access to a public library, which was installed in one of the buildings. Hull House also 
provided some medical services for the neighborhood, such as basic medical care, nutritional 
classes, and family planning. 
Section 1.5: Hull House Residents and Influential Figures 
Hull House grew quickly in popularity, both with the inhabitants of the Nineteenth Ward 
and with well-educated men and women who wanted to give their services. Residents included 
Dr. Alice Hamilton, who was appointed to the Occupational Diseases Commission of Illinois; 
Mary McDowell, who became the head of the University of Chicago settlement; and Edith and 
Grace Abbott, who worked in the areas of social and child welfare. One of the most famous 
residents of Hull House, Florence Kelley, fought tirelessly for child labor laws and the rights of 
children, women, and African Americans, and became one of the founders of the NAACP. 
Kelley’s activism encouraged Addams to become more involved politically in the Nineteenth 
Ward and beyond, in campaigns such as sweatshop reform.  
Kelley was also the driving influence behind the publication Hull House Maps and 
Papers, which was the first sociological survey of an American working-class neighborhood. 
Hull House Maps and Papers spurred Addams to think of Hull House as a place not only for 
immigrants and residents, but as a source of sociological research as well.41 Hull House residents 
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hoped this research would benefit both universities and the poor residents of the Nineteenth 
Ward, as studies could identify problems and investigate possible solutions. Kelley, along with 
Addams and Lillian Wald, were influential in the development of the United States Children’s 
Bureau, which investigated issues concerning child welfare. Julia Lathrop, another Hull House 
resident and a close friend of Addams, was appointed by President Taft as the head of the 
Children’s Bureau in 1912.42 She later worked with fellow resident, Sophonisba Breckinridge, to 
form the Chicago School of Civics and Philanthropy. 
In addition to the residents, numerous guests, such as Albion Small, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Clarence Darrow, Henry Demarest Lloyd, and Samuel Barnett, who founded Toynbee Hall, 
came to lecture, visit, learn from and give whatever help they could to the settlement house. One 
of Hull House’s frequent guests was John Dewey, who had first visited Hull House during his 
tenure at the University of Michigan, and began a fruitful and lifelong friendship with Addams 
when he came to the University of Chicago. Dewey held both Addams and Hull House in high 
esteem; the settlement house was an embodiment of the philosophy of active engagement in 
which Dewey had also come to believe. Addams invited Dewey to lecture at Hull House and was 
herself invited to teach courses at the University of Chicago, which she did many times, although 
she refused repeated requests to become a professor at the university.43 Addams and Dewey each 
read the other’s work, sometimes commenting or editing, as Dewey did for Addams in her 1896 
speech about the Pullman strike.44 Their conversations and correspondence also influenced each 
other’s work, most notably Addams’s Spirit of Youth and the City Streets and Dewey’s School 
and Society.45  
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Dewey was particularly struck by Addams’ steadfast adherence to pacifism and her belief 
that antagonism was unnecessary to truth and harmful to growth, writing to his wife that it was 
“the most magnificent exhibition of intellectual and moral faith I ever saw.”46 In that same letter, 
Dewey wrote that his conversation with Addams caused him to see “that I have always been 
interpreting the [Hegelian] dialectic wrong end up – the unity as the reconciliation of opposites, 
instead of the opposites as the unity in its growth, and thus translated physical tension into a 
moral thing.”47 Here we can see the powerful affect that Addams had on Dewey further 
supported by his letter to her the next day: 
Dear Miss Addams – 
I wish to take back what I said the other night. Not only is actual antagonizing bad, but 
the assumption that there is or may be antagonism is bad – in fact, the first antagonism 
always come [sic] back to the assumption. 
I’m glad I found this out before I began to talk on social psychology as otherwise I fear I 
should have made a mess of it. 
This is rather a suspiciously sudden conversion, but then it’s only a beginning. 
Gratefully yours, 
John Dewey48 
Addams was a friend not only to Dewey, but to his family. Dewey’s descriptions of 
Addams and her work elicited sympathy from their young son, Fred, who declared that he 
wanted to be like Addams and live amongst the poor.49 When Dewey’s daughter was born in 
1900, the Deweys named her Jane, in honor of Addams. After Dewey’s departure from the 
University of Chicago in 1904, he and Addams kept up their friendship. Even after old age and 
illness made travel difficult, Addams journeyed to New York in 1928 to speak at Dewey’s 70th 
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birthday, and returned again to New York in 1933 to attend the Nobel Centennial, largely at 
Dewey’s behest.50  
Sociologist George Mead (1863-1931) was another close friend of Addams who became 
a frequent visitor to Hull House from the beginning of his tenure at the University of Chicago. 
As she was with the Deweys, Addams was close with the Mead family, visiting Helen Mead’s 
parents when she travelled to Hawaii, inviting the Mead’s niece to stay at Hull House, and asking 
the Meads for help with a sensitive family issue. Addams and Mead, both members of the 
Progressive Party, campaigned together for women’s rights, worked together on immigrant 
reform and educational issues, and presented speeches together on at least two occasions. Like 
Addams and Dewey, Addams and Mead shared many of the same viewpoints on social issues 
and mutually influenced each other’s philosophies. As Deegan writes, Addams’ “collegial 
influence on Mead was vital to his social amelioration and understanding of the process of 
human growth.”51 Mead regarded Addams’ work highly, praising both its content and its form in 
a letter he wrote after hearing her give a talk in 1907: 
I presume that you could not know how deep an impression you made last night by your 
very remarkable paper. My consciousness was, I presume, in the same condition as that 
of the rest of your audience – completely filled with the multitude of impressions which 
you succeeded in making, and the human responses which you called out from so many 
unexpected points of view.52  
Mead’s letter indicates that he was struck with Addams’ ability to weave different 
perspectives to make her point; his use of the word “unexpected” suggests that he had been 
surprised by the way she highlighted viewpoints from immigrants or poor laborers, voices which 
were usually not heard in upper-class circles.  
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Jane Addams’ most intimate relationships were with her female companions. In college, 
Addams was surrounded by young women who were as intellectually inclined as she was. She 
maintained friendships with many of her Rockford Seminary colleagues, as well as some of her 
teachers, most notably Sarah F. Anderson. Addams highly valued female friendship. Her 
companions provided emotional support and often worked with her, as many of them were also 
involved in Hull House. Arguably, Addams’ closest and most influential relationship was with 
Ellen Gates Starr. As Mary Lynn McCree Bryan, et al., write, the many letters Addams and Starr 
wrote to one another in the early years of their association “are heartfelt testimony to the close 
friendship the two had established and the ‘soulmate’ function they found fulfilled in one 
another.”53 Starr was a particular comfort to Addams during her long convalescence in the winter 
of 1882-1883.54 Addams wrote to Starr during her first trip to Europe, and the two of them 
traveled together during Addams’ second trip in 1888. Starr and Addams appreciated each 
other’s strengths and shored up each other’s weaknesses, making it possible for them to get 
through the first heady years of Hull House.55 Their mutual affection in the early years of their 
relationship was evident not only in their letters, which contained avowals of their love for one 
another as well as tender jokes, but by the fact that they shared a bed.56 I believe it is fair to say 
that without Starr, something as complex and time-consuming as Hull House might never have 
been formed. It took more than Addams’ vision and drive to create the settlement house; it took a 
partnership with someone who shared her vision and had the interest, energy, and willingness to 
do it all with her. 
Starr was an extremely significant figure at Hull House. Her connections with prominent 
Chicagoans that she had formed as a teacher helped to fund and publicize Hull House. Rima 
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Lunin Schultz argues that Starr’s aunt, Eliza Gates Starr, also had a profound effect on Hull 
House programs and classes, not only the university-type style of the early classes, but also the 
conception and construction of the Butler Art Gallery.57 Starr helped Addams set up and decorate 
Hull House, and, along with Addams, welcomed public visitors into the home. She also taught 
art history classes, founded reading clubs within the community, and curated the Butler Art 
Gallery’s first exhibit.58 Starr contributed research for Hull House Maps and Papers, and wrote 
the chapter entitled “Art and Labor” for the publication.59 Starr and Addams remained friends 
throughout their lives, although their relationship quickly lessened in ardor as the responsibilities 
and intensity of life at Hull House grew. Starr lived at Hull House until 1929, when she became 
paralyzed from a spinal operation and moved to a convent in Suffern, New York, where she 
remained until her death in 1940.  
Addams’ other long-term relationship was with philanthropist Mary Rozet Smith (1868-
1933), who became Addams’ companion from the early 1900’s until Smith’s death in 1933. 
Smith was a former student of Starr and was involved in Hull House from the beginning, helping 
to teach a weekly kindergarten class in the settlement’s first few months.60 Addams spent time at 
Smith’s family house in Chicago, and they vacationed together at their shared summer home in 
Maine. They were affectionate with one another as well, and their letters to each other show a 
similar intimacy that Addams and Starr shared.61 It is clear that Addams and Smith loved each 
other, and that Smith’s emotional support was vital for Addams’ work as well as for her well-
being.62 In addition, Smith’s own sizeable financial donations to Hull House, as well as her 
connections to wealthy Chicagoans, helped keep Hull House afloat. For this reason, Smith was 
vital not only to Addams’ personal well-being, but to the financial well-being of the settlement 
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itself. Although she never lived at Hull House, Smith often traveled with Addams on her lecture 
tours, and they took a trip to Europe together in 1896.63 This trip was to be yet another highly 
influential experience for Addams, as it is where she met the Russian novelist, Leo Tolstoy 
(1828-1910).  
Addams had read Tolstoy’s works in the years after she graduated college, and had 
quickly become inspired by his ideas, writing in Twenty Years at Hull House, “I became 
convinced that if the new social order ever came, it would come by gathering to itself all the 
pathetic human endeavor which had indicated the forward direction.”64 At their first meeting, 
Tolstoy remarked that the material in Addams’ sleeves alone could make a dress for a young girl. 
He critiqued Addams’ material wealth as a dividing factor between herself and her neighbors, 
and suggested that she dress more simply and take up common labor. Addams, in her turn, tried 
to make him understand that she would divide herself even further from the working poor if she 
affected to wear simple clothing.65 It is characteristic of Addams that she did not immediately 
discount Tolstoy’s opinion, but allowed herself to be open to the discomfort that Tolstoy’s 
questioning produced within her, which she aptly described as “that tumult of feeling which is 
always produced by contact with a conscience making one more of those determined efforts to 
probe to the very foundations of the mysterious world in which we find ourselves.”66 Taking his 
words to heart, Addams attempted to work in the bakery when she returned to Hull House, but 
found that “the whole scheme seemed to me as utterly preposterous as it doubtless was… the 
demand of actual and pressing human wants, – were these all to be pushed aside and asked to 
wait while I saved my soul by two hours’ work at baking bread?”67 Addams was feeling the 
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frustration that can arise when ideology meets real-world practice. While she shared Tolstoy’s 
philosophy of working with the laboring class, she could not share the particulars of his idealism. 
Many other people, at Hull House and beyond, had their own influences on Jane Addams. 
Hull House was host to a large number of prominent figures, among them, social and political 
reformers like Julia Lathrop and Florence Kelley, social workers Edith and Grace Abbott, and 
occupational health expert Dr. Alice Hamilton, the first woman faculty member of Harvard 
University. Besides fellow pragmatists and philosophers Dewey and Mead, Addams also had a 
long-standing friendship with the philosopher William James, who respected both her activities 
and her writing. As well, Addams was well-read and drew from a panoply of essayists and 
philosophers for inspiration. She counted Thomas Carlyle, Thomas de Quincey, John Ruskin and 
Leo Tolstoy among her greatest influences.68 
Section 1.6: Writing As She Lived: Addams’ Essays and Books 
As Addams continued her work at Hull House, she wrote about her experiences in the 
settlement and the stories of the residents of the Nineteenth Ward, many of which were made 
tragic by the struggles of poverty. Some of these narratives found their way into her essays, 
articles, and books, as a way of introducing readers to the personal plight of the poor. In her 
written works, Addams gave voice to those who would otherwise have been voiceless and 
allowed their stories to touch others, as she had been touched by them. Addams also lectured 
frequently about Hull House and immigrant issues. These lectures provided Addams with much-
needed income, as she spent most of her inheritance on the creation of Hull House or gave it to 
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other people in need.69 They also brought her ideas to a larger audience, particularly the lectures, 
which were popular and widely attended.  
Addams’ writings reveal a quality she was well-known for: her ability to see and respect 
different points of view on a subject, and to synthesize those viewpoints into a considerate and 
multilayered argument. One of the best examples of this is her speech, “A Modern Lear,” which 
she wrote in response to the Pullman Strike of 1893. Addams had been involved with the strike, 
as part of the Conciliation Board, which tried to negotiate between striking workers and George 
Pullman, a railroad industry magnate. The strike ultimately failed, and workers who had fought 
against Pullman were fired. Addams received strong and often hostile criticism from both sides 
of the strike for her persistence in remaining neutral on the matter. Her response to the criticism 
and to the many discussions and arguments that proceeded from the strike was an essay that 
married the Pullman strike with Shakespeare’s tragedy, King Lear. What resulted was a powerful 
commentary not only on the strike but upon normative views of philanthropy as well.  
In “A Modern Lear,” Addams compares Pullman to Lear and puts the striking workers in 
the role of Cordelia, Lear’s daughter. Pullman, she writes, had tried to care for his workers, but 
was blinded by the same sense of “domination and indulgence” that Lear exhibited toward his 
daughter.70 Pullman felt a duty toward his workers and tried to provide for them by building 
them a town and providing housing, clean water and sewage, even a theater, but his generosity 
was severely hampered by his steadfast belief that he knew what was right for them. Addams 
argues that he felt betrayed by the workers when they demanded the right to live in his town as 
they chose, rather than follow his rules. The man who believed himself a generous benefactor to 
his workers could not see that what he gave was not what his employees truly needed; what they 
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really needed – and deserved – were better working conditions, higher wages, and shorter hours. 
In the midst of being a philanthropist, he had forgotten the point of his philanthropy, namely the 
needs of those he professed to help, which can only come from a common connection that is 
born by experience and communication, rather than assumption. And Addams theorizes that 
when his failure was forthrightly brought to his attention, he was incapable of believing himself 
as anything but the wronged party. 
It shocks our ideal of family life that a man should fail to know his daughter's heart 
because she awkwardly expressed her love, that he should refuse to comfort and advise 
her through all difference of opinion and clashing of will. That a man should be so 
absorbed in his own indignation as to fail to apprehend his child's thought; that he should 
lose his affection in his anger, is really no more unnatural than that the man who spent a 
million of dollars on a swamp to make it sanitary for his employees, should refuse to 
speak to them for ten minutes, whether they were in the right or wrong; or that a man 
who had given them his time and thought for twenty years should withdraw from them 
his guidance when he believed them misled by ill-advisers and wandering in a mental 
fog; or that he should grow hard and angry when they needed tenderness and help.71 
 
Addams also addresses the workers’ part in the tragedy. They, too, suffered from a 
narrowness of position; they could not see in their employer anything of a redeeming nature. 
Caught up in the Labor Movement, in the new realization that they had rights and those rights 
were not being met, they forgot the relationship that still existed between themselves and their 
employer. They demanded without regard for the person who provided. In essence, both sides 
were hindered by the same selfishness, the same inability to see the other’s side in the matter. 
Compromise, Addams assures, is not a sign of weakness, but of strength; the recognition of the 
“community of interests” that lies between people will better serve both the employer and his 
workers. 
The man who insists upon consent, who moves with the people, is bound to consult the 
feasible right as well as the absolute right. He is often obliged to attain only Mr. Lincoln's 
"best possible," and often have the sickening sense of compromising with his best 
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convictions. He has to move along with those whom be rules toward a goal that neither 
he nor they see very clearly till they come to it. He has to discover what people really 
want, and then "provide the channels in which the growing moral force of their lives shall 
flow." What he does attain, however, is not the result of his individual striving, as a 
solitary mountain climber beyond the sight of the valley multitude, but it is underpinned 
and upheld by the sentiments and aspirations of many others. Progress has been slower 
perpendicularly, but incomparably greater because lateral.72 
“A Modern Lear” struck a chord with Addams’ contemporaries, even with those who had 
disagreed with her initial stance of neutrality. Upon reading the essay, Dewey wrote, “It is one of 
the greatest things I have read both as to its form and its ethical philosophy.”73 Addams had 
taken a veritable powder keg of divisiveness and animosity and somehow managed to find the 
common emotional ground that had started the feud, and then used it to emphasize the necessity 
of compromise in order to resolve such disputes. The care she took with her subject matter, the 
thoughtful regard she gave to both sides of the dispute, and the importance she placed on finding 
common ground would be duplicated in her later books, such as Democracy and Social Ethics. 
In this book Addams examines, among other issues, the problems of charity from the point of 
views of both the charity worker and the poor beneficiary, giving the reader a chance to 
sympathize with the charity worker’s confusion at the attitudes of the poor, and a better 
understanding of why the poor hold such attitudes.74 Addams’ discussion of social progress in 
Democracy and Social Ethics and other essays, along with the programs that were developed at 
Hull House and the political reforms that came out of the work with the poor, helped to establish 
her as one of the leading forces of the Progressive Era. 
Section 1.7: Fall From Grace: Addams’ Later Years 
Throughout her writing career, Addams highlighted sensitive and sometimes unpopular 
subject matters by appealing to the reader’s sympathy through her use of personal narrative and 
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her innate ability to describe the position of the ‘other’ without objectification. Her books about 
prostitution, street youth, the elderly, working-class people, and immigrants were mostly well-
received, as was her overall message that understanding social ills was the first step toward 
progress. Addams’ writing style, her extensive lectures, and her calm and easygoing demeanor 
made her popular with audiences around the country and the world. Newspapers praised her for 
her words and for her work with the poor, calling her “Saint Jane,” or writing, as the Atlanta 
Constitution did, that “Jane Addams is synonymous with all that is charitable, ennobling, public 
spirited and good.”75 The editors of the Ladies Home Journal wrote of her, “No woman in 
America today is so closely in touch with those great social and economic movements that are 
outside of the home and yet vitally touch the home as Jane Addams.”76 The Chicago Record-
Herald called her “America’s Foremost Woman.”77 Admiring letters from friends and strangers 
echoed the sentiment. William James wrote, “Yours is a deeply original mind, all so quiet and 
harmless! Yet revolutionary in the extreme.”78 
Although undeniably popular, especially in the years between 1909 and 1915,79 Addams 
was not universally loved. Her support for working laborers was criticized by those who favored 
industrialists. Her involvement on behalf of a Russian immigrant who was jailed for tenuous 
associations with the anarchist assassin of President McKinley in 1901 cast suspicion on her and 
on Hull House’s involvement with anarchists.80 Its open-door policy with many political groups, 
especially socialist and anarchist groups, was seen as more evidence that Addams was anti-
establishment.81 But the worst blow to her reputation came as a result of her steadfast belief that 
compromise rather than antagonism was the solution to social or political unrest. 
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Addams had long been a proponent of peace, an idea that was strengthened by her work 
at the settlement house, where she saw daily the achievements that could be made when people 
from different backgrounds came together in a spirit of cooperation and “neighborly” actions.82 
She was a founding member and chairwoman of the Woman’s Peace Party, and the co-founder 
and president of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. In her second 
published book, Newer Ideals of Peace, Addams criticized the connection between 
industrialization and militarization in the United States, and called for a more progressive and 
dynamic approach to peace that would come from the poorer classes of immigrants and laborers. 
A desire for peace, she posited, could be developed within these immigrant communities, where 
people of many different nationalities, cultures, and creeds lived and worked together, 
developing relationships that allowed them to see each other as sharing common values and 
ideas. Addams hoped that this “newer humanitarianism,” in which people see each other more as 
alike than as different, and connect as neighbors rather than strangers, would translate into a 
desire for peace between social groups, communities, and eventually nations.83 
With the advent of World War I, Addams was thrust even more into the spotlight, as she 
was asked to lend her name toward various peace movements and groups. In 1915, she attended 
the International Congress of Women at The Hague and later visited several war-torn countries 
with a delegation from the congress. This attracted the ire of former President Theodore 
Roosevelt, whom Addams had helped to get elected but who now wrote Addams to denounce the 
efforts of the Woman’s Peace Party as “silly and base,” and its efforts as “a menace.”84 After 
returning to the United States, Addams gave a speech on July 9, 1915 that would turn the tide of 
opinion against her. She described conversations with soldiers who had turned to drink as a result 
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of their horrific experiences, committed suicide because they were afraid they would be asked to 
kill again, or ingested drugs in order to make it possible to bayonet the enemy. The public 
reaction was swift and condemning. Critics found her comments insulting at best, unpatriotic at 
worst. Novelist Richard Harding Davis wrote that she had denied the soldier “the credit of his 
sacrifice and strip[ped] him of honor and courage.”85 
Addams was devastated at the reaction, but it did not change her position. She remained 
steadfastly committed to peaceful, nonviolent methods of resolving conflict and continued to 
write and lecture from that position. Her commitment to the ideal of peace even in the face of 
such outrage was probably not surprising to her friends and colleagues, and indeed it is not 
surprising to anyone who has studied her life. Addams was a champion of social engagement and 
communication as the best way of resolving conflict. At Hull House, neighbors who were from 
rival gangs or even warring countries somehow found a way to peacefully coexist and interact 
with each other at functions and in clubs. Addams had been writing about the ability to coexist 
since Newer Ideals of Peace was published. In this book, she had written about the progression 
of peace as an effect of the city where people living in such close proximity to each other were 
“forced to found their community of interests upon the basic and essential likenesses of their 
common human nature.”86 Addams saw in American patriotism a sense of the old and new 
countries as mingled and took that as a sign that the national boundaries were more porous than 
previously imagined. She imagined the result of this porosity in Newer Ideals of Peace, writing, 
“We may then give up war, because we shall find it as difficult to make war upon a nation at the 
other side of the globe as upon our next-door neighbor.”87 
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This time, though, Addams’ words had failed her. Continuing bad press and ridicule, both 
for her July 1915 speech and for her connection to the Ford Peace Ship Conference, sank her 
reputation for many years.88 As Davis writes, 
It was not the diffusion of her talents that caused the decline of Jane Addams’ reputation 
but dealing with the problems of war and peace, of armament and disarmament; by 
suggesting that there were ways to express the love of country other than fighting and 
dying in the trenches, she challenged some of the basic tenets of the American way…. No 
longer was she a heroine who represented the best of American democracy or the saint 
who symbolized the purity and purpose of American women, she was a high-minded and 
deluded fool, well-meaning perhaps, but impractical and well beyond her depths.89 
Although Addams would regain some of her popularity, in the years following the war 
she was often portrayed as anti-American. Opponents accused her of being a Bolshevik and a 
Communist and expelled her from the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). Plagued by 
ill health and the deaths of many of her friends, including her longtime companion Smith, 
Addams largely withdrew from the public in the last years of her life. As memories of the World 
War I faded, however, she was remembered more often with fondness. Articles, many of them 
nostalgic and sentimental, were written about her once again. 90 Addams received several more 
honors and awards, including honorary degrees from the University of Chicago, Swarthmore, 
Mt. Holyoke, and the University of California. Chief among these honors was the Nobel Peace 
Prize, awarded to Addams in 1931, four years before her death. She was given the title of 
Honorary President of the Woman’s International League in 1934, and a year later, the League 
celebrated her at their twentieth anniversary. It was the last public event she would attend. Jane 
Addams died of cancer on May 21, 1935. Tributes and condolences came from the world over. 
Thousands of people came to pay their respects to her at Hull House, where she lay in state. Her 
body was returned to Cedarville, Illinois, and she was buried in the family cemetery. 
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In the succeeding years after Addams’ death, as the nation continued to transform, 
attitudes toward settlements also slowly changed. Hull House, where Addams had spent so many 
of her years and was her life’s work, continued as a settlement house for almost 30 years after 
her death, before being bought by the University of Illinois and dismantled in 1963. The original 
house and the dining hall were preserved and restored, becoming the Jane Addams Hull House 
Museum, part of the Department of Visual Arts at the University of Chicago. The Jane Addams 
Hull House Association continued to provide social service to the city of Chicago for 49 more 
years before finally closing its doors on January 19, 2012.  
In part, the dissolution of the Hull House Association was due to its growing dependence 
on government funds, which ultimately ran dry.91 In addition, a struggling economy 
simultaneously created more demand for services and fewer private donations to pay for them.92 
But from the beginning of Hull House’s inception, its survivability was not certain, even in an 
age of burgeoning settlements. As Mina Carson writes, the settlement’s adaptability and 
elasticity allowed settlement programs to expand beyond the settlement walls where they were 
no longer tempered by the spontaneity and experimental attitude of the settlement. As social 
programs became more readily available, there was a gradual movement toward trained social 
work. Carson explains: 
Welfare professionalism was in one sense the antithesis of the settlements’ philosophical 
foundation in the idea of universal brotherhood and spiritual equality embodied in social 
Christianity. Yet it was also the logical culmination of the settlement pioneers’ faith in 
social knowledge as the key to reform.93  
In other words, the settlement as an entity may have dissolved precisely because of the 
pervasiveness of its ideals during the Progressive Era, as social work became more commonplace 
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and social structures such as welfare were legislated into being. In that sense, it is possible to 
think that Hull House’s failure was in part due to the success of its ideals, at least for a time. 
While Hull House itself might be gone, the ideas set forth by Addams live on in her 
writing. These ideas remain for us to explore, not only as historical perspectives, but as ideas that 
remain relevant even today. In the next chapter, I will begin to explore these ideas by looking at 
Addams’ critique of schools and universities and the way they separate young people from active 
social engagement. 





The "Snare” of Education 
It was not until years afterward that I came upon Tolstoy’s phrase ‘the snare of 
preparation,’ which he insists we spread before the feet of young people, hopelessly 
entangling them in a curious inactivity at the very period of life when they are longing to 
construct the world anew and to conform it to their own ideals.1  
Jane Addams was a well-educated woman. She had a college degree, spoke at various 
universities throughout her career, and maintained close friendships with a number of university 
scholars. Yet although education was at the heart of the settlement from the very beginning, with 
classes, lecture series, a kindergarten, and various learning “clubs” making up a good portion of 
the activities at Hull House, Addams took pains to keep Hull House separate from the university 
and refused to call it a school. One reason for this separation was that Addams was determined to 
keep the settlement itself from becoming bought out and incorporated into the University of 
Chicago.2 But she also had a philosophical point for remaining distant from the university and 
from the notion of “school” in general. For Addams, the very notion of school itself was too 
restrictive for the settlement, whose educational goals were much broader and more inclusive 
than the schools or universities of her time. In this chapter, I examine the various aspects of 
normative schooling that Addams criticizes, and the reasons why. For Addams, normative 
schooling does not provide the kind of social connections she deems necessary to have a fully 
functioning and meaningful life. 
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Addams’ problem with schools was, at heart, part of a broader social critique. Chiefly, 
she had a problem with the way schools, colleges, and universities helped sustain a social system 
that created class division and celebrated individual success rather than focusing on social 
promotion of needier groups. Addams saw schools as part of a systemic cultural and political 
structure that seemed deliberately designed to keep the various social, economic, and cultural 
groups separate. For Addams, this was untenable in a democracy, especially as she envisioned it.  
In her writings, Addams champions an inclusive and social view of democracy that is 
more than a system of government. She believes that democracy requires a sense of connection 
with one’s fellow members of society, a natural compassion that leads us to want to help one 
another. As Marilyn Fischer writes, “For Addams, democracy is not merely a way to structure 
government; it is more broadly a way of living together that enables individual abilities and 
social life to flourish.”3 In Addams’ time, the Industrial Age had altered American society 
immensely, as the population swelled with immigrants from all over the world and as industry 
changed the nature of commercial interactions and attracted people from small communities to 
larger cities that lacked the traditional modes of social cohesiveness. Such a change, Addams 
argues, calls for a change in focus from an individually to a more socially based morality where 
ethics is based on how we as a society treat all of our members.4 Only when we come together 
can we truly achieve progress for everyone. The class and cultural divisions that she witnessed in 
society were obstacles to this vision, because they kept people in different groups from 
interacting with each other and ultimately from learning from each other. Addams argues 
throughout her scholarship that traditional forms of education perpetuate the inequities that keep 
us from the kind of democracy she envisions. 
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One of the most interesting arguments Addams makes against traditional education 
occurs in her memoir, Twenty Years at Hull-House. First published in 1910, Twenty Years at 
Hull-House became her best-selling book and her most enduring work. On the face of it, this is 
not a work of philosophy, a condition that is reflected in the overall lack of scholarship on the 
book in the field of philosophy.5 Sarah R. Robbins argues that the lack may be due in part to the 
“narrative” nature of the book, which is more often read as “literal records of factual events 
rather than re-visions of experience re-shaped to promote Addams’ complex pedagogical 
philosophy.”6 Certainly, there are some key inconsistencies between the events as Addams writes 
about them in Twenty Years at Hull House and the events as they appeared in her letters and 
journal entries written at the time.  
We do not necessarily ask memoirists to be exacting in their recollection of events, and 
certain experiences can, over time, come to have more significance than they had originally. But 
I believe that Addams deliberately changes the import of certain experiences to bolster her 
arguments. Given that she utilizes narrative as a form of authoritative evidence in much of her 
work, the inclusion of these specific narratives in Twenty Years at Hull House seems particularly 
significant. I believe that Addams shapes her own stories specifically to provide further 
evidential authority for her arguments and theories about education, social democracy, women’s 
rights, etc. Such a reading of Twenty Years at Hull House as a revisionist narrative can actually 
serve to strengthen the case for Addams’ book as more than a mere memoir. If she does indeed 
slant her stories to make specific rhetorical arguments, her memoir becomes much more 
interesting philosophically.7  
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Section 2.1: The Problem With the University 
In the first part of her memoir, Addams recounts her early years as a student at Rockford 
Seminary. While the chapter, “Boarding School Ideals,” describes Addams’ life and studies at 
Rockford, the last sentence of the chapter, in which she briefly describes the period of time 
between her graduation and the formation of Hull House, foreshadows one of her most pressing 
issues with higher education. She writes, 
During most of that time I was absolutely at sea so far as any moral purpose was 
concerned, clinging only to the desire to live in a really living world and refusing to be 
content with a shadowy intellectual or aesthetic reflection of it.8  
What is most interesting here is that Addams equates the intellectual or aesthetic world with a 
“shadowy” reflection of life, rather than being the illuminating path toward an enlightened 
existence, as it is so often portrayed. Indeed, this seems like an allusion to Plato’s Allegory of the 
Cave, in which the “living world” within the cave is discovered by the philosopher to be mere 
shadows of the true world that exists outside the cave, which can only be discovered through the 
painful process of education. Given that Addams read Plato, it is possible to see her here using 
the reference as a subtle inversion of the allegory.9 That it comes at the end of a chapter entirely 
about her experiences at school seems particularly significant, especially in light of the chapter 
that follows. 
In the next chapter, “The Snare of Preparation,” Addams expands on this cryptic sentence 
as she recounts her growing disillusionment with her college education in the face of the social 
inequity which she feels unable to face. Here, Addams writes mainly of her experiences in 
Europe during her two trips there in the years 1883-1884 and again in 1888. Addams’ letters to 
family members and friends during those trips recount visits to various countries and a multitude 
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of places, including heavily touristed areas such as museums, castles, churches, and galleries, as 
well as excursions into various towns, marketplaces, and the like. Yet she deliberately chooses to 
focus on a small number of mostly negative or saddening encounters with the more “wretched” 
social classes, juxtaposing them with descriptions of the smothered existence of upper-class, 
educated young ladies. Addams also includes descriptions of two financial ventures she made 
into farming, both of which went horribly awry, and a short stint as a lecturer on the Roman 
Catacombs, of which she lambastes herself as having only “superficial” knowledge.10 In this 
chapter, Addams is unstintingly hard on her younger self, going so far as to call the notes she 
made during her visit to a cathedral in Ulm “smug,” even as she described her “hope for a 
‘cathedral of humanity’ which should be ‘capacious enough to house a fellowship of common 
purpose.”11  
Addams recounts a trip to a “Saturday Night Auction” in East London, in which she 
observed London’s poor clamoring for food, “myriads of hands, empty, pathetic, nerveless, and 
workworn, showing white in the uncertain light of the street, and clutching forward for food 
which was already unfit to eat.”12 Addams writes that the experience was a painful one, not only 
because of what she witnessed, but because she feels unable and unsure of anything that she can 
do herself. She was reminded of the English essayist Thomas De Quincey’s “The Vision of 
Sudden Death,” in which he is unable to cry out to warn a couple that his coach is about to run 
them over until, at the last possible moment, his mind is able to recall Achilles’ warning cry from 
the Iliad.13 Addams uses De Quincey’s example of a scholar who is entrapped in his own web of 
learning to highlight both her own entrapment and that of her peers.  
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This is what we were all doing, lumbering our minds with literature that only served to 
cloud the really vital situation spread before our eyes. It seemed to me too preposterous 
that in my first view of the horror of East London I should have recalled De Quincey’s 
literary description of the literary suggestion which had once paralyzed him. In my 
disgust it appeared a hateful, vicious circle which even the apostles of culture themselves 
admitted, for had not one of the greatest among the moderns plainly said that “conduct, 
and not culture, is three fourths of human life.”14 
To call one’s own education a “hateful, vicious circle” might seem extreme, especially as 
for many people, a university education is a much-desired and much-lauded accomplishment. 
But for Addams, the problem is with the utility of what she has learned in school, which comes 
into question when faced with real-world problems. Her education, in this example, is so narrow 
and self-referential that it makes a prisoner of her; it calls forth from her not action nor even a 
plan for action, but a rather useless scholarly reference. Addams pulls no punches in placing the 
blame for this on her college schooling.  
I gradually reached a conviction that the first generation of college women had taken 
their learning too quickly, had departed too suddenly from the active, emotional life led 
by their grandmothers and great-grandmothers; that the contemporary education of young 
women had developed too exclusively the power of acquiring knowledge and of merely 
receiving impressions; that somewhere in the process of “being educated” they had lost 
that simple and almost automatic response to the human appeal, that old healthful 
reaction resulting in activity from the mere presence of suffering or of helplessness; that 
they are so sheltered and pampered they have no chance even to make “the great 
refusal”15 
Here, Addams critiques colleges for focusing so intently on intellectual pursuits that they neglect 
the equally important emotional side of education. Their focus on knowledge of subject matters 
without knowledge for using such subject matters in real-world situations results in a certain 
passivity that makes it impossible for these college-educated young people to know what to do, 
or indeed, to do anything at all, when faced with social inequity. This, I believe, is what she is 
alluding to at the end of the previous chapter. To Addams, the “really living world” is lost for 
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these young people. They have been taught to revere the intellectual or aesthetic activities, but 
the activity of attending college, or touring Europe, or reading classic works of literature, comes 
at the cost of real action, the kind of instinctive action that reaches out to someone else in need 
without second-guessing or over-thinking the problem.  
As Addams writes in another essay, “The Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements,” 
young people’s frustration at their inability to act is exacerbated by their strong desire to help. 
These young people accomplish little toward the solution of this social problem, and bear 
the brunt of being cultivated into unnourished, oversensitive lives. They have been shut 
off from the common labor by which they live which is a great source of moral and 
physical health. They feel a fatal want of harmony between their theory and their lives, a 
lack of coordination between thought and action.16 
Addams suggests that this passiveness is caused in part by the feeling that one is 
inadequate to act unless one has been perfectly prepared, and she uses the example of the young 
daughter in the foreign pension to illustrate this. While the mother chats happily away in her 
imperfect German or French, the daughter feels “critical and uncertain of her linguistic 
acquirements.”17 Her understanding of education as preparation causes her to feel that she must 
be completely prepared before she can act, making it impossible for her to be comfortable 
speaking if she is not fluent. It is only when she is in the familiar atmosphere of the opera house 
or the art gallery that the daughter feels truly comfortable, “finding use for her trained and 
developed powers as she [sits] ‘being cultivated’ in the familiar atmosphere of the classroom 
which [has], as it were, become sublimated and romanticized.”18 Addams is asking us to see this 
as a classic example of someone who is trapped in an educational rut: unable to take risks, unable 
to step outside of her educational boundaries, unable to use the knowledge she has unless she is 
completely certain of her prowess. It is, however, equally possible to see it as an example of 
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someone whose inability to speak a foreign language is a result of shyness, or perfectionism that 
has nothing to do with education. There must have been at least some of Addams’ colleagues at 
Rockford Seminary who were perfectly happy to practice their imperfect German or French on 
native speakers, no matter how bad they sounded. It is indeed possible that she mistakes a 
personality trait for an educational pitfall.  
On the face of it, the idea that education prepares one for something seems quite 
reasonable. We recognize, for instance, the necessary mathematical building blocks that 
eventually prepare one for advanced calculus. The perception of education as preparation still 
exists strongly today, driving our understanding of grades and grade levels, of the steps we take 
in moving from kindergarten to elementary and then middle school, from high school to college, 
and from the world of school to the world of work. Certainly, it would be foolish to expect 
kindergarteners to attempt college-level calculus. What Addams highlights, however, are 
consequences of the assumption that education is ultimately meant to prepare one for the future. 
This attitude, she argues, essentially puts off any action that a young person might desire to take 
before they reach their full power and keeps them in a sort of personal limbo.  
Ideally, all of this preparation would have an obvious end-point, which the young person 
would be able to see and work toward, and indeed, there are certainly aspects of education that 
fit this model well. But in terms of social action, the end point is not obvious. When is someone 
finally fit to take on the social problems of the day? What makes them ready to tackle the issues 
that their society faces? How do they know when the end of the preparatory period has come? “It 
is easy,” Addams writes, “to become the dupe of a deferred purpose, of the promise the future 
can never keep.”19 In postponing her social action, a young person might remain in limbo 
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indefinitely, thinking all the while that at some point the way will be illuminated for her. In her 
own experience, Addams writes that she realized she “had fallen into the meanest type of self-
deception in making myself believe that all this was in preparation for great things to come;” yet 
her preparations for the future were not directed toward any real social action, but instead were 
“tied to the tail of the veriest ox-cart of self-seeking.”20  
Addams is, perhaps, somewhat harsh on her younger self. After all, it was her own 
experiences that led her to this revelation, and without the preparation that was provided by her 
college education, she might not have been able to see her own situation so clearly. Indeed, in an 
1883 speech given one year after graduating from Rockford, Addams makes the claim that the 
uncertainty and “uncomfortableness” she and her peers have felt is a “transitional period” which 
is “natural and inevitable.”21 Yet the bitterness with which she writes “The Snare of Preparation” 
emphasizes the problem she has with letting the college-educated person graduate without a 
sense of direction. In the same speech given at Rockford, Addams concedes that the 
uncomfortableness and uncertainness of transition occurs “because we are dimly conscious of 
sham and unfairness, because we bear a name which we do not duly represent and have raised 
vague expectations which we cannot fulfill.”22 With no more than a vague promise of the future, 
a young person is in danger of remaining in the dark as to what she is supposed to prepare for. 
Leaving the discovery to happy accident is neither responsible nor wise. Without a direction, 
Addams thinks that young people are in danger of becoming aimless wanderers in the world.23 
More importantly, Addams argues that many upper-class college-educated youth actually 
have no idea how to address social inequity. They have never learned how to address any 
problems themselves, precisely because their life has been made “smooth and charming.”24 The 
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struggles of life that they might otherwise have had to face have been removed; even daily tasks 
are not asked of them. Parents might believe that they remove difficulties from their children’s 
lives for their own good. The well-heeled parent might ask, if I can afford to do so, why not 
make it easy for the young person to focus on her studies? When she is older, she will have all 
the time in the world to tackle obstacles and deal with negativity. Yet for all of her university 
education, Addams argues, a young person who has been raised without the opportunity to solve 
her own problems is going to be much less likely to know how to solve the problems she sees 
around her, because she lacks practice. Even more importantly, when parents take away all 
difficulties from a child’s life, they deprive her of the difficult yet educational experiences that 
make up a large part of life itself. These experiences are important to developing a sense of self-
reliance and self-worth, as well as developing a better understanding of how the world works and 
how the individual can affect her world. What we fail to realize, Addams suggests, is that many 
of the struggles of life make life itself worthwhile. It is in solving problems, not in having 
problems solved for us, that we live more full and fruitful lives.  
Addams poignantly illustrates this point with an example of a girl whose mother has 
eliminated any work she might do so that she may spend four hours every day playing the 
piano.25 While this life seems positively idyllic to the mother, it is a kind of hell for the daughter, 
who has had enough music education to realize that her talents are not worthy of hours of daily 
practice. Her mother’s own youth, “so full of happy industry and extenuating obstacles,”26 is a 
source of envy for the daughter, who would like to have that kind of industrious life, rather than 
being “smothered and sickened with advantages.”27 Yet although she wants to live productively, 
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the daughter is barred by a certain passiveness created not only by her social situation, but also 
by her educational situation.  
This, then, [is] the difficulty, this sweet dessert in the morning and the assumption that 
the sheltered, educated girl has nothing to do with the bitter poverty and the social 
maladjustment which is all about her, and which, after all, cannot be concealed, for it 
breaks through poetry and literature in a burning tide which overwhelms her; it peers at 
her in the form of heavy-laden market women and underpaid street laborers, gibing her 
with a sense of her uselessness.28  
The example of the girl and her mother brings up yet another facet of this complex issue. 
The mother, remembering her own childhood troubles, wishes to shield her daughter from such 
miseries and make her life easier than the mother’s was. Yet although she can control how her 
daughter’s time is spent, she cannot control her daughter’s own perceptions and feelings. With 
limited talent, the daughter perceives the time spent at the piano to be a wasteful indulgence. She 
has learned nothing of value or use; the piano lessons hang on her like a leaden weight. 
Moreover, because the girl lives in the world and sees the suffering of others who are materially 
worse off than she is, the piano lessons weigh even more heavily upon her, because her lessons 
have no positive effect on the problems she sees others facing. The mother has actually forced 
her daughter into a position of helplessness, which makes the daughter even more miserable. 
Both parties are engaged in the desire to alleviate suffering, but the mother’s actions actually 
cause her daughter to suffer, because she denies her daughter’s own desire to alleviate the 
suffering of others.29 
Addams describes a condition in which these educationally advantaged youth are actually 
at an enormous disadvantage because they have been brought up to experience only the life of 
the mind. In their world, the only action expected of them is learning; in consequence, they do 
not know how to work toward anything other than further education. They may long to do 
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something meaningful in the world, but when exposed to social inequity, they do not know what 
to do because they have never learned how to act in the world. Faced with heartbreaking 
situations of poverty, they remain stuck within passivity. Their passivity, she stresses, is not in 
itself a choice; they do not choose not to act, because they do not even understand that the choice 
to act or not to act even exists. For Addams, the great failure of higher education is that it fails to 
connect knowledge with action and, as a result, disempowers even those from the most 
advantaged classes. Rather than teaching students how to engage with the world in meaningful 
and useful ways, higher education isolates and condemns them to a watch and wait.  
This depiction of students is not one that resonates with our time, where we tend to think 
of university students as being engaged with the world. Certainly, for many modern young 
people, college is where they find their autonomy and their voice. Student action groups abound 
today, taking on social issues that affect campuses, politics, and even global policies such as 
environmentalism. As well, student activism has a long public history, most notably the Vietnam 
War protests of the 1960’s and 1970’s, the Women’s Rights Movement, and the Civil Rights 
Movement, in which many students participated. The American Youth Congress, which existed 
from 1935-1940, consisted of young delegates from all over the United States who met yearly to 
discuss youth issues, most notably the draft. We can see public evidence of student activism even 
as early as 1913, when the Young People’s Socialist League began to attract college students 
from across the country. Given what we know about student activism, it seems strange to think 
of young, college-aged people as anything but dynamically involved in the world around them.  
In this case, Addams draws mostly from her own experience as a young woman coming 
of age in the late 1800’s, and the experiences of her fellow students. Although they were active 
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in their intellectual and recreational pursuits in college, there is little evidence that Addams or 
her colleagues had any experience with social activism. This may be indicative of a wider 
inactivity on the part of young college women, who were largely absent even from the suffragist 
movement until the formation of the College Equal Suffrage League in 1900.30 As Bryan, et al, 
write, Addams and her friends from Rockford “felt maladjusted, missed the daily routines and 
intimacies of life at boarding school, and were sorting out what to do next in their lives.”31 Yet 
Addams was also able to break free from the sense of passivity, as did Ellen Gates Starr and Julia 
Lathrop, who joined her in settlement work. They were not the only young women to become 
active in social justice. Other notable activists of their time include Smith College graduates 
Blanche Ames (1878-1969) and Gertrude Weil (1879-1971), Wellsley College alumni 
Sophonisba Breckinridge (1866-1948) and Mary Dewson (1874-1962), and Radcliffe College 
graduates Helen Keller (1880-1968), Fannie Fern Andrews (1867-1950), and Mary White 
Ovington (1865-1951). It seems quite possible that Addams’ description of floundering youth 
has less to do with education and more to do with a natural stage of adjustment that occurs after 
college, when young people start figuring out what to do next. 
Section 2.2: The Problem With Business Schools 
The issues that plague higher education are echoed in Addams’ critique of the forms of 
education that are most open to immigrants and members of the working-class: business 
colleges, polytechnic institutes and university extension courses.32 Addams disapproves of the 
way business colleges focus solely on office-based tasks, “laying all stress upon commerce and 
methods of distribution.”33 This has two main repercussions. The first is that the act of going to a 
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business college is itself seen as “part of the job;” the first step in the ambitious person’s career 
ladder. Just as Addams criticizes the universities for setting up students to be concerned solely 
with preparing for the future, she also takes the business colleges to task for teaching their 
students to “look on learning too much as an investment from which [they] will later reap the 
benefits in earning money.”34 The business college education is directly related to the future 
work of the graduates, preparing them well for their jobs post-graduation. In this sense, we might 
want to argue that both the preparation and the direction of business colleges are much more 
direct and goal-oriented, perhaps saving college graduates the potential fate of aimless 
wandering that Addams claims awaits the university student. Business college students know 
where they are headed: into the work world. Unlike university students, business college students 
are actively involved in activities that set them up for engagement in the world. Addams, 
however, argues that the focus on training in managerial skills makes business school students 
less likely to engage with learning opportunities throughout their lives. In their minds, once they 
leave college and gain a better job, their education is finished.  
The second main repercussion of the business college’s heavy focus on commerce and 
office skills is that it forces the assumption that anyone from the working-class who enters higher 
education does so only because he wants to rise into the middle-class through working an office 
job. Addams argues that even polytechnic institutes, steeped as they are in industrial knowledge, 
do not provide an educational space for the worker to understand his work in a greater context. 
As she succinctly puts it, business colleges “graduate machine builders, but not educated 
machine tenders.”35 She writes, 
 
   
61 
 
It is much easier to go over the old paths of education with ‘manual training’ thrown in, 
as it were; it is much simpler to appeal to the old ambitions of ‘getting on in life’ or of 
‘preparing for a profession,’ or ‘for a commercial career,’ than to work out new methods 
on democratic lines. These schools gradually drop back into the conventional courses, 
modified in some slight degree, while the adaptation to workingmen’s needs is never 
made, nor, indeed, vigorously attempted. In the meantime, the manufacturers continually 
protest that engineers, especially trained for devising machines, are not satisfactory. 
Three generations of workers have invented but we are told that invention no longer goes 
on in the workshop….36 
Here, Addams makes a connection between the industrial school’s inability to innovate in terms 
of worker education and a lack of worker innovation in the workplace. Rather than re-
envisioning industrial education as an ongoing process where workers learn about industry in 
more appropriate and holistic ways, the polytechnic institutes merely utilize a lightly modified 
business school model. But such a model does not enlighten or fascinate workers; it does not 
encourage them to learn about the industrial world or its history. As a consequence, the very 
people who build and maintain the machines that essentially run industry never have a chance to 
understand how they factor into the industrial system, nor do they become interested in the way 
the system works, both of which are essential to innovation. They also never have access to the 
‘liberal arts’ classes that might broaden their horizons. And if even the builders of the machines 
cannot fully understand the space they occupy within industry, what hope is there that the 
machine tenders will be able to see their role in the industrial system? If the worker cannot see 
how his part operates in relation to the whole, he will be far less able to make changes that help 
not only his own job, but the industry in which he works. As the schools fail to adapt to changing 
conditions of industry, the worker atrophies in the factory.  
Polytechnic education, Addams argues, is seen as a commodity, a tool of industry rather 
than a process that connects the future worker with industry in a meaningful way, helping him to 
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understand where he fits into the industrial society and what he can do within his position. The 
worker, who would benefit from an understanding of his important role in industry but is 
neglected by both the business college and the polytechnic institute, is left to do his job 
unthinkingly, “feeding a machine with a material of which he has no knowledge, producing a 
product, totally unrelated to the rest of his life, without in the least knowing what becomes of it, 
or its connection with the community.”37 This, Addams says, is “unquestionably deadening to his 
intellectual and moral life.”38 
The worker who does want to improve himself intellectually and widen his worldview is 
left to take university extension courses; yet Addams also faults these for being “bookish and 
remote,”39 and “concerning subjects completely divorced from their actual experience.”40 
The men come to think of learning as something to be added to the end of a hard day’s 
work, and to be gained at the cost of toilsome mental exertion. There are, of course, 
exceptions, but many men who persist in attending classes and lectures year after year 
find themselves possessed of a mass of inert knowledge which nothing in their 
experience fuses into availability or realization.41 
It is not enough, Addams argues, to give the worker “an education;” he needs to be able 
to connect what he learns to his own life, be it his history, his culture, his family or his work life. 
If there is no connection, if the lecture consists of mere facts or abstract theories, devoid of real-
world context, then how can it enrich the worker’s experience, or indeed, his life?  
Even the working-class or immigrant student who does “make good,” and goes through 
business school or university, is not necessarily the American success story that we might 
believe him to be. Addams argues that, left to his own devices after school, he often feels 
isolated from the culture and people he once knew. 
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… one of the most pitiful periods in the drama of the much-praised young American who 
attempts to rise in life is the time when his educational requirements seem to have locked 
him up and made him rigid. He fancies himself shut off from his uneducated family and 
misunderstood by his friends. He is bowed down by his mental accumulations and often 
gets no farther than to carry them through life as a great burden. Not once has he had a 
glimpse of the delights of knowledge.42  
Here, Addams highlights the consequence of an education that does not make space for more 
meaningful connections between school and life, and accepts only a narrow sliver of the 
population. While the upper-class student often comes from a culture that values intellect and 
education, with family and friends well-versed in the same books and subjects he studied, the 
working-class student often arrives back home without anyone with which to share his new-
found knowledge. The graduate feels an intellectual void in his old surroundings; he loses the 
easy closeness he once had with his family and friends when they were all in the same situation. 
Whether real or imagined, he believes he has no one from his old life to talk with about the 
things he learned and is thus in danger of seeing his education come between himself and the 
people he loves. Addams seems to suggest that the economic gains are not sufficient to cancel 
out not only a certain loss of relationship with family and friends, but the bitterness the graduate 
may feel toward his own education for separating him from them. One feels Addams placing the 
onus of this problem both on the university and on the social class distinctions that keep 
working-class individuals from university education. Why should the university system favor the 
elite? Why are these delights kept from those who are not from the upper classes, to the point 
that the working-class person who is able to attend college finds himself separated from his 
social clan? If the knowledge contained within the university is truly so important, why are we 
keeping it from all but a chosen few? 
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The solution would be for the working-class university or business school graduate to 
find a community with which he could be comfortable and in which his education would be a 
bond rather than a division. “Intellectual life,” Addams writes, “requires for its expansion and 
manifestation the influence and assimilation of the interests and affections of others.”43 The 
graduate needs other like-minded souls with which to engage in conversation, debate ideas and 
theories, share books, and generally feel comfortable with that part of him that still loves to 
learn. But a true community of learners is much harder for the working-class person to obtain 
when few members of the working-class are able to get an education, especially in a society that 
still engages in class divisions. The working-class person, even as he rises up in wealth or status, 
may feel as though he truly belongs to no group. Addams feels that an education that results in 
social isolation is, in some form, a tragic education. 
Addams points to a marked lack of respect for the worker as a person. Just as in the 
university, the heads of the polytechnic institutions have decided beforehand what the worker 
wants or needs from his education; but never, in any case, has anyone simply tried to understand 
the situation from the worker’s point of view. The education he receives is handed to him, a top-
down approach that has negative consequences both for the worker and for society as a whole. 
Again, Addams describes a situation in which the worker, like the upper-class educated person, 
is at a distinct disadvantage due to a lack of meaningful education. In this instance, however, the 
problem is that the only expectation for the worker is that of action, more specifically action 
toward the production of products. Thus, his education is either solely intended toward further 
action, or is merely an unconnected add-on to an already exhausting day. Here, education, or the 
lack thereof, serves to separate the worker’s action from a greater knowledge of the situation 
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surrounding his action. The result is similar to the result for the well-educated student: isolation, 
passivity, and the inability to change situations and address inequities. Like the upper-class 
student at a higher institution of learning, the worker is similarly isolated from a more 
meaningful life.44  
Section 2.3: The Problem With the Public School 
Addams is less critical of public elementary education, acknowledging that the public 
school is the “great savior of the immigrant district,”45 having proven itself essential in 
assimilating the immigrant child into American society.46 Public schools perform an invaluable 
service, she notes, in inculcating the immigrant child into American culture, giving him some 
knowledge of American history, some experience in the English language, and preparing him for 
life in America. Addams also acknowledges the great store that many immigrant families place 
on the public school for providing this service to their children, who can then teach the rest of the 
family about American society and culture.  
In A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, Addams commends the public schools in 
particular for addressing sex education and teaching children about their bodies and about the 
basic facts of life.47 Addams’ written support for the public school is echoed by her advocacy of 
compulsory education laws; mandatory education not only keeps children in school, it keeps 
them off of the streets and out of low-paid and potentially dangerous work.48 She recognizes that 
although numerous challenges abound, and although the buildings and teachers are often ill-
equipped to teach children in the inner city, there are still marked efforts being made by the city 
and state officials of her time to build schools and to keep children in them. She writes, “The 
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school-house itself stands as a pledge that the city recognizes and endeavors to fulfil [sic] the 
duty of educating its children.”49 Addams acknowledges the efforts made on behalf of the 
government to secure the democratic right to public education. 
However, Addams finds fault with public education on a number of points, arguing that 
despite the efforts made to educate all children, “educational matters are more democratic in 
their political than in their social aspects.”50 Although they have committed to providing the 
space for public education, government entities have fallen far short of actually providing a truly 
public education for all children. Public schools, she argues, fail to understand their students’ 
needs, both educational and social, and fail to respect their students’ backgrounds, their families’ 
cultures, and their potential as educational resources in their own right. The public schools thus 
practice a top-down approach, just like the business and polytechnic schools, assuming that they 
know what students need. The consequences of this approach may be even more disastrous for 
children than they are for adults, as children are left vulnerable to forces outside of school that 
could truly harm them physically, mentally, and emotionally. 
There is, Addams argues, “a dense ignorance on the part of the average citizen as to the 
requirements of youth, and… a persistent blindness on the part of educators as to youth’s most 
obvious needs.”51 These needs include: a sense of adventure or romance and a desire for action, 
the need (in her time especially) to make money for the family, a growing sense of 
independence, and a longing to assert oneself. Addams charges that the schools make no effort to 
address these needs by directing them towards useful endeavors or supporting activities that 
would be appropriate for the innocence and young age of the students. The consequence of this 
neglect, she writes, is that young people are more likely to become swept up in the lascivious and 
   
67 
 
dangerous parts of the city that more readily satiate their desires. Young girls may find 
themselves unintentionally becoming prey to men.52 Young boys may skip school in favor of 
petty vandalism, thievery, or street fights. These young people “find no restraint either in 
tradition or character,”53 and spend their free time searching for pleasure, which is most often 
had in the disreputable bars and dance halls, or in criminal activity, than in more healthy or legal 
endeavors.54  
What is missing here, Addams suggests, is the guiding hand of understanding adults. For 
the working-class or immigrant child, whose parents may either be too busy or too newly arrived 
to fully comprehend or address his predicament, his last hope is the teachers, principals, and 
school administrators who are with him daily. This lack of understanding and sympathy for the 
child isolates him from the very people who should help him cultivate better sensibilities and 
direct his character toward better ends.  
This particular critique might seem particularly harsh, especially as it is a critique that is 
still often leveled at educators. Teachers, both then and today, are already busy with the million 
things that are expected of them. They are expected to teach a large number of students, often 
with a wide range of abilities, depending on the class. Students may come from various 
backgrounds and cultures, sometimes even from different countries. Some of these students do 
not speak English, or speak it poorly. Some of them have learning disabilities or home lives that 
make it difficult to learn or even to behave in a manner that is conducive to learning. In the midst 
of all of this, teachers have been and are still expected to produce results, whatever each 
generation expects those results to be. Elementary school teachers in Addams’ time might have 
asked how they could be expected to comprehend and sympathize with the sheer multitude of 
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student experiences, especially as they had to deal with corralling all of this diversity into a 
group that they could actually teach to read, write, and do sums. Why should it also be their 
responsibility to try to understand the individual viewpoints of their students? 
Addams might say that this response misses the whole point of the problem. Learning 
about who students are – their culture, their home lives, and their interests – cannot be thought of 
as an extra duty to be added to an already burdensome job, nor can it be thought of as just 
another facet of teaching. If education is to succeed, it has to be a central aspect of teaching. It is 
fundamental to teaching because it inculcates a culturally welcoming attitude and treats students 
as active participants in their education, rather than passive subjects. A teacher who is engaged in 
learning about her students is better equipped to teach them. Because the teacher knows where 
her students are in relation to the rest of the class, as well as in relation to society, she can better 
meet their needs. In turn, the students in turn have a better sense of their own selves, because 
they are engaged with the teacher in cultural communication. 
Addams contends that for immigrants in particular, one of the most significant issues 
with public education is that the public school isolates the immigrant child from his family even 
as it introduces him to American society. The school immerses the child in American culture 
without a thought as to where the child or her family has come from. The child’s family expects, 
and indeed needs, the child to act as a buffer between them and the new culture, introducing 
them to new ways of doing and acting.55 But the child often feels confused and embarrassed by 
his family’s traditional customs as he learns about the new culture in which he is expected to 
participate. The “Italian child goes back to his Italian home more or less disturbed and distracted 
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by the contrast between the school and the home,” and begins to feel distanced from his family.56 
Addams argues that the public schools do little, if anything, to mitigate this problem.  
Too often the teacher’s conception of her duty is to transform [the immigrant] into an 
American of a somewhat snug and comfortable type, and she insists that the boy’s 
powers must at once be developed in an abstract direction, quite ignoring the fact that his 
parents have had to do only with tangible things. She has little idea of the development of 
Italian life. Her outlook is national and not racial, and she fails, therefore, not only in 
knowledge of, but also in respect for, the child and his parents. She quite honestly 
estimates the child upon an American basis. The contempt for the experiences and 
languages of their parents which foreign children sometimes exhibit, and which is most 
damaging to their moral as well as intellectual life, is doubtless due in part to the 
overestimation which the school places upon speaking and reading in English. This 
cutting into his family loyalty takes away one of the most conspicuous and valuable traits 
of the Italian child.57  
By wholeheartedly advocating American culture as a singular and separate entity from 
immigrant cultures, the public school inadvertently teaches the child that these new American 
ideas are more important than the values of his immigrant family. It also sets up a situation in 
which the child believes that his family has nothing to teach him, as his family is not already 
American. Addams argues, “The parents are thereafter subjected to certain judgment, the 
judgment of the young which is always harsh and in this instance founded upon the most 
superficial standard of Americanism.”58 The “new” ways trump the “old” ways and prevent the 
child from understanding that the old ways are, in fact, invaluable to the new. This is a tragedy 
not only for the immigrant family, but for the immigrant child, who may fling away his old 
traditions and ideals only to find that he has nothing tangible from his new culture to hold on to. 
Addams argues that the child who rejects his family values as being too old-fashioned but who 
has not gained any other meaningful ideals from school is in greater danger of being lured 
toward the streets where he may be eventually lost to criminal activity.59 She suggests further 
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that the adult who has been brought up in this manner is in danger of being unable to form a 
cohesive family structure as a parent.60 
Addams contends that the immigrant student does not gain any meaningful value from 
his knowledge of American culture, because what is taught by the public school is gravely 
flawed, as its notion of American culture is ultimately empty. It concerns only the shallow 
surface; it concerns only how we act or what we have rather than who we are and how we came 
to be. The student takes American culture as a certain mode of dress, a shared slang, or the 
popularity of certain songs or shows. But he is never exposed to any notion of culture as a kind 
of historical knowledge, of ways and ideas that have “softened and interpreted life, and have 
endowed it with meaning.”61 Addams writes, 
It would seem that in spite of the enormous advantages which the public school gives to 
these children it in some way loosens them from the authority and control of their 
parents, and tends to send them, without a sufficient rudder and power of self-direction, 
into the perilous business of living. Can we not say, perhaps, that the schools ought to do 
more to connect these children with the best things of the past, to make them realize 
something of the beauty and charm of the language, the history, and the traditions which 
their parents represent. It is easy to cut them loose from their parents, it requires 
cultivation to tie them up in sympathy and understanding.62  
Public schools, in their zeal to inculcate the immigrant child, forget that American culture 
was formed by many immigrant cultures; that indeed, the immigrant family and others like them 
made and continue to make American culture what it is. The past continually informs the 
present, yet the public school acts as if the present culture erupted almost spontaneously from its 
own shores, rather than being informed by the people who moved to those shores. The public 
school does a further disservice to the immigrant family of the early 1900’s by teaching 
European studies as if it is fully divorced from the people who just recently came from Europe. 
The student fails to see the great resource right in front of him because the school fails to 
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understand that it is a resource, and consequently fails to teach it as such. Lawrence Cremin 
describes this critique as a harsh condemnation of “the provincialism of the educators, whose 
own narrow view of culture kept them from grasping the rich pedagogical possibilities in the 
productive life of the city.”63As Cremin points out, the narrowness and provincialism is not on 
the part of the immigrant, but on the part of the American educator. It is the result of a failure to 
fully comprehend what culture is and how it is formed. Addams expresses this argument in “The 
Public School and the Immigrant Child.”  
If the body of teachers in our great cities could take hold of the immigrant colonies, could 
bring out of them their handicrafts and occupations, their traditions, their folk songs and 
folk lore, the beautiful stories which every immigrant colony is ready to tell and translate; 
could get the children to bring these things into school as the material from which culture 
is made and the material upon which culture is based, they would discover that by 
comparison that which they give them now is a poor meretricious and vulgar thing.64  
Addams draws attention to the rich traditions that are already present in immigrant 
culture. This wellspring of cultural knowledge could help form connections between home and 
school, as well as provide cross-cultural connections that would allow a richer and more 
cosmopolitan understanding of culture; that is, an understanding of culture as transcending 
normative boundaries. Addams charges that in fact, “it is the business of the school to give to 
each child the beginnings of a culture so wide and deep and universal that he can interpret his 
own parents and countrymen by a standard which is world-wide and not provincial.”65 This is an 
argument that goes far beyond any idea of Americanism. Addams is taking a strong stance here 
for a global sense of society, rather than a nationalistic one. She specifically equates 
“provincialism” with nationalism here, suggesting that the idea that ‘America is for Americans’ 
is particularly foolish given the varied provenance of so many of its citizens. She is asking the 
American public school – indeed, she is asking American society – to see beyond a constricted 
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and “provincial” view of America, toward a view of America almost as the world’s country, with 
an eye toward inclusivity that would have been unfathomable in her time. It is a bold charge to 
make. 
The school’s inability to look beyond a narrow view of Americanism indicates to 
Addams a lack of “sympathy and understanding” that stems not from the child, but from the 
schools – and the teachers – themselves, who see immigrant families as a problem to be solved 
through assimilation, and do not make an effort to understand the immigrant families, their 
histories, or their plight.66 Teachers are unable to cultivate meaningful relationships with their 
students and thus cannot truly cultivate in their students any meaningful understanding of the 
historically rich and varied culture that would link students both to their past and to their present. 
A large part of the problem, she argues, is that the public school’s primary function is 
seen to be the teaching of reading, writing, and arithmetic. While this is obviously important, 
Addams charges that the public schools that “lay all stress on reading and writing,”  
…rest upon the assumption that the ordinary experience of life is worth little, and that all 
knowledge and interest must be brought to the children through the medium of books. 
Such an assumption fails to give the child any clew to the life about him, or any power to 
usefully or intelligently connect himself with it.67 
Again, Addams emphasizes her distaste for the notion that life experience has no value in 
the public school. In addition, the idea that books are the only worthwhile source not only of 
knowledge but of interest fetishizes books unnecessarily at the expense of all else. Certainly, the 
child finds interest in a myriad of experiences, many of which could be brought into the 
classroom as tools for learning. Even if the books themselves were to mirror life for the working-
class or immigrant child (in Addams’ time, they usually did not), the heavy reliance on books 
would be hard for those who have trouble learning to read, or are simultaneously learning the 
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English language while trying to navigate the murky waters of grammar and spelling. Focusing 
too heavily on reading and writing neglects those who are not natural readers or writers. 
One reason for the attention on academic skills, Addams argues, stems from over-
commoditization, which the public school suffers from as much as the business school and 
polytechnic schools. Just as she critiques the business and polytechnic schools, Addams charges 
that what is taught in the public school – not only reading, writing, and arithmetic, but also the 
necessity of sitting at a desk for hours at a time – seem designed to train only office workers. She 
asks, “Is it possible that the business men, whom we have so long courted and worshiped in 
America, have really been dictating the curriculum of our public schools, in spite of the 
conventions of educators and the suggestions of university professors?”68 In other words, have 
we unconsciously been bending public school curriculum to better fit the specific needs of 
business and commerce? 
This might be less of an issue if all public school students were both capable of and 
destined to a life of clerical work, but as Addams points out, most of the immigrant, working-
class children will leave school and go directly to work in the factory. By focusing so heavily on 
the skills that will be needed for office work, the public school inadvertently teaches students to 
think of learning in terms of its future use. Students begin to think of each grade only as 
preparation for the next grade, and school in general as a mere stepping stone for the rest of life. 
This carries even worse consequences for the public school student as a future worker. Addams 
writes, 
The one fixed habit which the boy carries away with him from the school to the factory is 
the feeling that his work is merely provisional. In school the next grade was continually 
held before him as an object of attainment, and it resulted in the conviction that the sole 
object of present effort is to get ready for something else. This tentative attitude takes the 
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last bit of social stimulus out of his factory work; he pursues it merely as a necessity, and 
his very mental attitude destroys his chance for a realization of its social value.69  
The lesson learned – that “work is provisional” – is the same in the business or 
polytechnic school as it is in the public school. But whereas the business or polytechnic school 
student has in some sense chosen to learn this lesson by attending higher education, the public 
school student is required by law to go to school. He is, in a sense, forced to learn that his work 
is devoid of any real worth and only good for the next step he might take. For the student who 
will leave school to work in the factory, for whom there is less opportunity to advance, this 
leaves him with nothing intrinsic to value in his work.  
Addams argues that ideally, schools should seize the opportunity to utilize the rich 
educational opportunities of industry in lessons of history and social studies. After all, 
Industrial history in itself is an interesting thing, and the story of the long struggle of man 
in his attempts to bring natural forces under human control could be made most dramatic 
and graphic. The shops and factories all about him contain vivid and striking examples of 
the high development of the simple tools which his father still uses, and of the lessening 
expenditure of human energy.70  
Her short description of industrial history gives a glimpse of industry as a fascinating narrative, 
one of the great stories of human accomplishment. Understanding industry as the endeavor to 
triumph over nature brings out the particularly human side of industry, which would otherwise 
be lost in the large-scale production and factorization of the industrial revolution. It is a story that 
has the potential to educate not only the working classes, but the upper classes, in the power of 
the worker and the importance of his tools. It has the potential to bring worker and business elite 
closer together in an atmosphere of understanding. Cremin beautifully captures Addams’ vision 
of the kind of society school could help to create if it inculcated in students “a deeper, more 
human understanding of the industrial world of which they were a part.” 
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In addition to manual training and domestic science, [Addams] wanted the factory-bound 
child to study the history of industry and the relation of each facet of labor to all others, 
so that sensing ‘the historic significance of the part he is taking in the life of the 
community,’ he might be spared the dehumanizing meaninglessness of industrial labor. A 
spirit of art, nurtured by the school, could ultimately infuse the whole productive process, 
raising it from the narrowest domination of men by machines to a genuinely human 
enterprise. Educated workmen, given the free exercise of cultivated imagination, would 
demand more artful products, which in turn could only be produced by educated 
workmen. In the end, artist-laborers, trained by a socially conscious school, would 
subordinate the machine to ever nobler purposes.71 
Cremin describes Addams’ vision as a sweeping characterization of a society utterly transformed 
by a new idea of industry. It is an optimistic view, certainly one that many might call naïve. 
However, it illustrates her belief in the educational power of these meaningful connections 
between work and life, as they affect not only individuals, but society. Addams’ vision is, as 
Cremin points out, a humane vision of education.72 It argues that industry has a use beyond the 
technological, as a narrative that can help to illustrate the human aspect of industry, and thus 
highlight the interdependence between humans and industry. 
Addams argues that schools squander the valuable resource of industrial life, leaving 
students unaware of the importance of the industrial narrative and unconnected with their 
industrial past and future.73 If schools are unconsciously bending toward the will of commerce, 
then one would think that it might be a good idea to address the needs of these workers as well, 
not only for their own benefit, but for the benefit of industrial business. But the modern factory 
has less need of workers with an understanding of industry, since most production is fractioned 
into smaller jobs done by rote. The average business owner has no need for a worker who 
understands industry or industrial history; he needs the body more than he needs the brain of the 
worker. 
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The result is that the student who is not destined for clerical work has no real reason to be 
in school, as school does not reflect who he is or where he will be going. He merely bides his 
time until he is legally able to leave, or else he becomes a truant, which is a first step toward 
delinquency. He “drop[s] learning as a childish thing and look[s] upon school as a tiresome task 
that is finished.”74 The immigrant enters into the workforce without any meaningful or useful 
education to help him in his work. If he has learned anything, Addams suggests that he has 
learned only that he and his fellow workers “belong to a class which does the necessary work of 
life, and that there is another class which tends to absorb the product of that work.”75 Such a 
lesson only serves to make the worker bitter about a situation for which has no control, because 
he never learned the skills or knowledge he truly needs to address the problem. In consequence, 
he is less likely to care about his job, more likely to be fired, and more likely to fall into 
unemployment “because it will not be so unlike the many hours of idleness and vacuity to which 
he was accustomed as a boy.”76 
She writes, 
The isolation of the school from life—its failure to make life of more interest, and show it 
in its larger aspects—the mere equipping of the children with the tools of reading and 
writing, without giving them an absorbing interest concerning which they wish to read 
and write, certainly tends to defeat the very purpose of education.77  
What is missing, then, from public education is interest, and not merely a passing interest, but an 
absorbing interest, something that has real meaning in students’ lives. The notion of interest, of 
course, will be familiar to anyone who has studied John Dewey, as his views concerning interest 
have heavily influenced educational pedagogy. Dewey’s notion of interest is useful here, as it 
teases out some of the implications concerning interest that gets to the heart of what Addams is 
critiquing within the public school.  
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Dewey notes that etymologically, the word interest literally means “between – that which 
connects two things otherwise distant.”78 Interest, then, is a form of connection, a relationship 
between two things. In his book, Interest as Related to Will, Dewey writes, “Interest marks the 
annihilation of the distance between the person and the materials and results of his action; it is 
the instrument which effects their organic union.”79 Dewey focuses on the relation of the student 
to the subject matter; the interest of concern is the student’s interest. Addams also has this 
concern. But her charge against the school’s “failure to make life of more interest” can be 
interpreted as double-edged, especially in light of her other arguments about the failings of 
public education. That is, the schools fail to make life interesting for their students. This lack of 
interest in students isolates the school from the rest of life. Addams’ critique of school’s isolation 
from life is also echoed in Dewey’s argument in Democracy and Education that the isolation of 
school from society “renders school knowledge inapplicable to life and so infertile in 
character.”80 Without interest on the part of the student, the subject matter cannot truly be 
learned. But it is only when the public school takes real interest in the students that it can address 
students properly and engage them holistically. 
Addams asks, 
May we not charge it to the public school that it has given to this child no knowledge of 
the social meaning of his work? Is it not possible that, if the proper estimate of education 
had been there; if all the children had been taught to use equally and to honor equally 
both their heads and hands; if they had been made even dimly to apprehend that for an 
individual to obtain the greatest control of himself for the performance of social service, 
and to realize within himself the value of the social service which he is performing, is to 
obtain the fullness of life—the hateful feeling of class distinction could never have grown 
up in any of them? It would then be of little moment to himself or to others whether the 
boy finally served the commonwealth in the factory or in the legislature.81 
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Here is perhaps her most forceful charge against the public school – that it has the opportunity to 
eliminate class distinctions, but chooses not to. Public school, Addams suggests, has the potential 
to act as a social leveler, precisely because no matter whether its students end up in the factory or 
the university, they all come through its doors together. The public nature of public school is its 
greatest gift. Again and again, she pushes the notion of public school to be more public, to 
facilitate democracy and social equality. In critiquing public school, Addams also levels a 
critique against society that allows such a great potential to go to waste. 
 What she fails to mention, however, is that not everyone attends public school. Wealthier 
families have always had the option to put their children in private school, where nearly 
everyone is of the same economic class. As well, because public schools have mostly been 
separated by neighborhood district (with some notable historical exceptions), children from 
wealthier districts do not necessarily have to go to school with children from poorer districts. 
This makes it is reasonable to ask, how public is the public school? How much of a chance is 
there that a child who is destined for the factory will rub elbows with a child who is destined for 
the legislature? Even if schools embrace this notion of meaningful connection to industry, will 
that really change the views of the people in power? I am not sure what Addams’ answer would 
be to this. I imagine her answer would be that this is an area where ideology rubs up against real 
life, and the fact that real life doesn’t meet the standards of the ideology does not excuse us from 
the attempt to do the very best we can for our children. 
Addams’ stinging criticism of the public school also highlights her belief that public 
education has the opportunity and the capacity to foment a feeling of worth in every student. 
This sort of teaching goes well beyond the mere training of skills. What she is urging the public 
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schools to do is to teach students about themselves in order to give them an understanding of 
their significance in the world, and to help students understand that each person’s worth is not 
simply their monetary value or their class value, but their social value – the value their work and 
their actions have in relation to others. Here, she equates social value with industrial work, 
suggesting that anyone with a place in industry – from the teenager sweeping the machine shop 
floor to the owner of the company – has worth because he or she is doing a job that ultimately 
has an impact on others, performing necessary services or providing important goods.  
Certainly, one’s feeling of self-worth is influenced by many experiences besides those in 
school. But Addams is arguing that schools have a special role in helping students achieve a 
sense of self-worth, by virtue of their educational authority. The public school has both 
governmental and social power, which is not lost on the students or on their families. It is the 
only place where children are required by law to spend a certain number of years together. 
Nowhere else is it possible to gather a large number of children, of various backgrounds and 
varying states of wealth, for the sole purpose of educating them as a group. Nowhere else has the 
same kind of influence on young people of an impressionable age. The public school has a 
responsibility toward its students, she says, that it neglects. 
Moreover, with this criticism, Addams is saying that those behind the public school 
ultimately fail to understand education’s full potential, especially in a democratic society. Merely 
opening school doors to a large and diverse population of students does not guarantee that public 
education is democratic. To tap into the power of that diversity would help students better 
understand themselves and each other in relation to American society. This understanding would 
be the first step toward learning how to work together as citizens. The schools have an 
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opportunity to inculcate a sense of value in the individual as well as a sense of value of the 
whole; this is the opportunity to teach an underlying notion of equality, the idea that each group 
within society matters in the way their actions count toward the whole, not in how much money 
they make or how high their social status is. In Addams’ mind, the schools squander this 
opportunity. What they teach students instead is that the people who count in American society 
are the ones who will enter the middle or upper classes, the ones who can best use the skills 
being taught to them in school. 
Indeed, if public education inculcated an understanding in how much value everyone has 
within industry, then perhaps not only the low-level worker and his colleagues in the shop, but 
his fellow citizens who purchase the goods, or benefit from the machinery, might all have more 
of an impetus to come together in order to help him in some fashion. If public schools addressed 
the needs of their students, they might be able to provide the kind of education that would 
mitigate some of the effects of the city, making it less likely for young people to enter into 
criminal and dangerous activities. Addams sees this lack as the greatest failure of public 
education in her time: that it could teach people about themselves and about each other, in an 
atmosphere of diversity; that it could be utilized to mitigate some of the effects of class 
distinction or social isolation; that it could give the students who desperately need it most a 
greater meaning in their lives, all of which could lead to a more just and equal society, and it 
simply refuses to do any of it, opting instead to teach skills that to a large extent will never be 
utilized by a significant portion of the public school population and may not necessarily help a 
young person facing critical and potentially life-changing decisions. 
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Addams’ overall critique of the public school, business or polytechnic school, and 
university is the same: that each form of education leaves the student in some way isolated from 
a greater understanding of himself, from others with whom he could and should be in contact, 
and from the activity of living. In “The Subjective Value of the Settlement,” she draws a direct 
connection between the problems of upper-class students and the needs of immigrants and 
workers. 
This young life, so sincere in its emotion and good phrases and yet so undirected, seems 
to me as pitiful as the other great mass of destitute lives. One is supplementary to the 
other, and some method of communication can surely be devised.82 
Here, Addams is saying that even with the comfort that wealth and social class bring to a young 
person’s life, there is something vital missing without this social connection with others from all 
walks of life. Both types supplement each other; that is, they add something to the life of the 
other that would not otherwise be there. When the upper-class person is isolated from the lower-
classes, she misses out on an important education. 
For those people who do not have the economic or social advantages of the educated 
upper classes, their road in life is made that much harder because of the isolation from others 
who might be in the position to help them, and from the joys that education can bring. What, 
Addams might ask, is the good of learning to read for someone who spends most of his waking 
hours running a machine, if he has never had a chance or a reason to cultivate a passion for 
reading? What has he gotten out of his education that truly and meaningfully impacts his life?  
Certainly, we might answer that the skills taught in school are necessary for anyone – the 
ability to read the news, for instance, assures that the worker has access to the world around him. 
The ability to do sums assures that he can add up what he owes properly and not get taken by an 
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unscrupulous landlord or debtor. The ability to write enables him to send letters and to sign his 
own name. These are all useful skills that make life easier and more comfortable. But Addams is 
talking about more than utility; she is talking about meaning. The difference between someone 
who has had the opportunity to develop a love of reading and someone who merely reads for 
information is the difference, she might say, between someone who leads a fuller and richer 
existence and someone who is just going through the motions. It is not mere living that Addams 
is after, but the ability to live a full and fruitful life with others. This is what the public school, 
the business and polytechnic schools, the extension courses, and even the university do not offer 
their young students: the ability to utilize all aspects of mind, emotion, and action in meaningful 
ways that allow them to live not just singly, but together. 
In examining all the types of education offered in the American system, Addams seems 
to be asking the question, “What is the purpose of education?” Her critiques indicate that schools 
have gotten the answer very, very wrong. As Addams sees it, education, as it is enacted in the 
schools, serves to teach us that human existence should be divided into artificial divisions; into 
preparation for life and then life, into study and then action. It consigns one section of society to 
mere thinking and another to mere doing, without recognizing that a meaningful life has to 
consist of both. It separates parts of life from each other, just as it separates the matter of life into 
subject matter to be digested individually before being connected together and then utilized as a 
whole. It also separates people from each other; the ‘haves’ from the ‘have-nots,’ the students 
lucky enough to be born into wealth, the students who have the intelligence to go to the 
university or the acumen to go on to office jobs, and the poor hacks who just end up working in 
the factory. While these separations may make it easier to teach certain skills and make it easier 
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to compartmentalize and ‘deal with’ students or put off their questions about the inequality they 
see in the world, they do not make it easier for students to learn, Addams says, and they make it 
especially difficult for them to learn how to live productively together.  
What we learn most of all from these forms of education is how to parse and separate, but 
what we really need to do, Addams argues, is to integrate – our work and thought, our activity 
and rest, our classes, races, and cultures – into a balanced, nuanced, and natural whole. It is only 
then that we can come together for the betterment of everyone in society. In answering the 
question of the purpose of education, Addams might say that education, at its heart, is really 
about the purpose of living as fully as we can. Part of living fully involves preparing oneself for 
future work, but that is not all education is for, and the more we continue to act as if it is the 
case, the less we will be able to live the lives we were meant to live. Addams does not mean to 
suggest that we never separate or parse out parts of our existence, nor does she mean to suggest 
that we must integrate every inch of education; certain aspects will of necessity remain separate. 
Addams writes that  
…educators should certainly conserve the learning and training necessary for the 
successful individual and family life, but should add to that a preparation for the enlarged 
social efforts which our increasing democracy requires. The democratic ideal demands of 
the school that it shall give the child’s own experience a social value; that it shall teach 
him to direct his own activities and adjust them to those of other people.83 
Education, Addams argues, has the potential to address the social problems that have been 
brought by industrialization, by immigration, by a growing urban population that is fractured 
along political, class, and cultural lines. “Education alone,” she writes, “can repair these 
losses.”84 Addams contends that education is far more flexible and adaptable than we think. It is 
capable of a fluidity that had not been seen yet in her time.  
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Hull House was a place of immense education, but it would never be called a school. In 
this chapter, I have demonstrated why Addams refused to link Hull House with this notion of the 
school, by illustrating her critiques of formal education and their narrow conceptions of 
education that ultimately serve to separate individuals from a greater understanding of their place 
in the world, and thus restrict their ability to act within it. In the next chapter, I will begin to 
address how Addams sees education evolving beyond the confines of school, college, and 
university, to address the changing needs of a growing society and the individuals who live in it. 
For Addams, education is, at its heart, a social endeavor that brings us together. 





The Social Nature of Education 
It is needless to say that a settlement is a protest against a restricted view of education, 
and makes it possible for every educated man or woman with a teaching faculty to find 
out those who are ready to be taught. The social and educational activities of a settlement 
are but differing manifestations of the attempt to socialize democracy, as is the existence 
of the settlement itself.1 
When Addams delivered these words during a lecture on “The Subjective Necessity for 
Social Settlements” in 1892, Hull House was barely three years old. The ensuing years would 
witness great changes within the structure and ongoing curriculum of Hull House, yet the overall 
educational nature of the settlement that Addams articulated in 1892 stayed constant. This was 
largely due to her understanding of the social nature of education, which sees changing situations 
not as threatening to the educational structure but as adaptable circumstances. The educational is 
connected to the social in Addams’ view, in part because learning necessarily involves social 
interaction. But more importantly, learning about and from others plays a vital role in what she 
calls “the attempt to socialize democracy:” the attempt, that is, to move from an abstract, law-
based view of society to a more holistic, relational understanding of society as made up of people 
with whom we have a connection, and for whom we are responsible. This social understanding 
of democracy, Addams argues, cannot come from books or lectures, nor can it come from 
abstract reasoning. It comes from the kind of learning within relation, and within activity, that 
one gets when one is actively involved in the process of living with others.  
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In that vein, it makes perfect sense that Addams’ writing is based not merely on thought 
experiments, but on actual life experience in the settlement. One of the most interesting aspects 
of her work is that she is the only one of her peers to have a long-standing, physical 
manifestation of her philosophy. Not even Dewey’s Laboratory School comes close to the 40-
plus years that Hull House had with Addams at the helm, not to mention the decades following 
her death, when her philosophy still permeated throughout the programs and ideals. This gives us 
an unparalleled view of Addams’ philosophy at work in Hull House as it developed, and allows 
us to understand how her view of education makes room for change and growth not only in 
individuals, but in educational venues as well. 
In this chapter I will argue that Addams’ writing and work with Hull House are 
predicated on the notion that education is best understood as a way of living together. The goal 
of education should not be to merely deposit knowledge, but rather to learn through our life 
experiences with each other in order to fully develop both individuals and society as a whole. 
Addams does not treat this educational experience lightly. Mere living will provide an education 
of sorts; indeed, it must, if one is to continue living. But she consistently argues that in order for 
life as a whole to be lived to the fullest, and in order for society to exist in its best incarnation, 
we must undertake a decidedly social sort of living, learning from each other and from situations 
and utilizing what has been learned to address issues or improve conditions together. At its core, 
this kind of living is deeply educational. In order to get a full picture of her arguments about 
living together as educational activity, I will utilize both Addams' writing and Hull House 
philosophy. 
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Section 3.1: A Brief History of Settlements 
The settlement movement was a social reform movement that started in London in the 
late 1880’s. Originally, settlement houses were designed to provide food, lodging, and education 
to the poor of London. Founded in 1883, Toynbee Hall was one of the first settlement houses and 
quickly became one of the most well-known. The founders, Canon and Henrietta Barnett, 
envisioned Toynbee as a place where politically-minded upper-class volunteers would live and 
serve the needs of the poor. Toynbee was a “university” settlement, offering higher education to 
the poor as well as other vital services. American settlement houses were influenced by Toynbee 
Hall, but their activities and aims differed in response to the particularly American issues caused 
by immigration and industrial development.2 The first settlement house in the United States, 
New York City’s Neighborhood Guild, was founded in 1886, three years before Hull House. 
Settlement houses quickly followed in other major cities like Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, 
Cleveland, and Detroit.  
Many of the settlement founders were in contact with each other, meeting at various 
settlement conferences and national meetings. They listened to each other’s lectures and read 
each other’s articles in newspapers and magazines, as well as in their own journals such as 
Commons, Survey, Neighborhood, or Survey Graphic.3 Chief among the settlement leaders 
during the early days was Robert Woods (1865-1925), the founder of Andover House in Boston, 
whose book English Social Movements assembled a good deal of the ideas about settlements in 
one volume. Addams kept in touch with Woods, as well as Vida Scudder (1861-1954), from the 
College Settlement Association. Addams also corresponded with the Barnetts of Toynbee Hall, 
keeping the association between the British and American settlements alive.4 By the early 
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1900’s, the settlements had a rich culture of their own from which they could draw 
encouragement and obtain information and ideas. 
The overall perception of settlement houses was also predominately positive, especially 
in the early days. Settlements were a part of a larger social movement that was interested in 
immigrant and labor laws, health care, education, and political reform. Settlements pioneered 
popular campaigns for things such as kindergartens, school lunches, and playgrounds, which 
endeared them to the public. By 1910, settlements occupied a comfortable niche in society from 
which they could work on social issues. Some of Addams’ most popular essays were published 
during this heyday, which I believe helps to explain why she writes in a manner that assumes a 
widespread interest in issues concerning social action and social democracy. 
Section 3.2: The Settlement As a Pragmatist Practice 
Hull House displayed many characteristics that can be attributed to pragmatist 
philosophy. This makes sense, for while Addams did not overtly call herself a pragmatist, we can 
see pragmatist philosophy throughout her writing and in the way Hull House developed. In his 
2009 book, The Social Philosophy of Jane Addams, Maurice Hamington argues that Addams’ 
work shares key features with the work of other prominent pragmatists in her time. In order to 
discuss the way Addams expresses pragmatist philosophy, I first want to briefly discuss some of 
the features of pragmatism in its classic sense, as Addams would have known it. For this, I will 
turn to Scott Pratt’s book, Native Pragmatism, which provides a clear and concise discussion of 
the main tenets of classical pragmatism as developed by Charles Peirce, William James, and 
John Dewey. 
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Pratt lists four main “principles” of classical American pragmatism: interaction, 
pluralism, community, and growth.5 The first principle, interaction, is exhibited in the 
commitment to experience as the primary form of understanding. Classical pragmatists argue 
that we actively engage with the world in order to know more about it, and that this engagement 
with the world provides the basis for knowledge. This claim is introduced in Charles Peirce’s 
pragmatic maxim, which states that our conception of ideas must be based on the practical 
effects of those ideas.6 We cannot accept the truth of an idea based on authority to the past or to 
general principles; it is only through our own experience with that idea that the practical 
outcomes of that idea become known to us. William James further develops Peirce’s maxim by 
looking at how we come to value what we know. James theorizes that we come to know things 
through their interaction with us and with the world; we define things by the effects of those 
interactions, and our preference for certain effects of the interactions defines their value. Those 
effects that have more “cash value,” as James puts it, become “more normative aspects” of 
knowledge.7 Our knowledge about things comes directly from the way they interact with the 
world; in essence, things are what they do. As such, the classical pragmatists believe that 
knowledge comes through experimentation, as we interact with other things and then reflect on 
those interactions. As Pratt explains, interaction thus involves not only our own experience as 
knowers, but the experience of what is to be known as well, for the “objects” of our knowing are 
themselves engaged in interaction with the world.8  
The principle of pluralism follows from the commitment to experience, for as we come to 
understand that experience is our basis of knowledge, we must also understand that as 
experiences change, so does knowledge. Thus, “the principle of interaction reveals the possibility 
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of other knowledge from the start.”9 James argues that truth is proven in our experience of the 
world, in a manner like a scientific proof, as it can only be proven in the sense that it has not yet 
been disproven, rather than being proven for all time. For James, truth is measured in its “power 
to ‘work.’”10 James argues that “ideas (which themselves are but parts of our experience) 
become true just in so far as they help us to get into satisfactory relation with other parts of our 
experience.”11 Thus, the truth of our ideas can and will naturally change as our experience 
changes. Michael Bacon nicely encapsulates James’ argument, writing that James challenges the 
“assumption that truth is a fixed and static property. This he denies, arguing that it is inconsistent 
with the fluid and ever-changing reality that we confront. He insists…that humans are not 
passive observers of the world but rather active participants within it, and that our understanding 
of truth must reflect this.”12 Peirce, in turn, sees a pluralism of experiences as necessary to life.13 
Dewey expands on both Peirce and James, arguing that interaction necessarily leads to what Pratt 
calls “a radical epistemological pluralism,” in which “different ways of interaction with the 
world lead to different ways of knowing the world.”14 Dewey draws attention to the pluralistic 
cultural origins of knowledge, as inquiry proceeds not from one worldwide group, but from 
“diverse cultural contexts,” which produces a diversity of results.15 Dewey recognizes that 
knowledge has a contextual and cultural basis; who we are culturally shapes our interactions with 
the world, which in turn shapes how we define the world. 
The first two principles of interaction and pluralism lead to the principle of community, 
which, as Pratt writes, “marks an explicit recognition by the classical pragmatists of the 
constitutive role of human communities in knowledge and ontology.”16 The principle of 
community states “that human communities will serve as ground and limit for human experience. 
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From this perspective, human communities play a key role in framing knowledge and reality.”17 
The idea that community frames knowledge is argued by Peirce, who writes that “what anything 
really is, is what it may finally come to be known to be in the ideal state of complete 
information, so that reality depends on the ultimate decision of the community.”18 James, in turn, 
focuses on the intimate relationship between community and human identity, as he believes all 
aspects of the self – material, social, and spiritual – are shaped by the community. As Pratt puts 
it, “while Peirce makes the community of inquirers partly constitutive of knowledge and reality 
in general, James takes up the question of self-knowledge and identity and concludes in similar 
fashion that human individuals are selves in living communities.”19  
Dewey focuses less on the way community shapes knowledge or self, and more on the 
way community grounds inquiry. Dewey argues that inquiry is based not only in interest, but in a 
common social environment, which allows people to come together as individuals in a shared 
enterprise of inquiry.20 The combination of the commitments to interaction, pluralism, and 
community result in what Pratt calls “the practices of hospitality,” in which communities are 
organized around a sense of welcome and respect toward different standpoints. Dewey’s concept 
of hospitality suggests an attitude of “open-mindedness,” but not “empty-mindedness.” That is, 
one has to be substantially open to new ideas, but not so open that one’s own standpoint is 
obliterated.21 In being hospitable to other ideas, we have a sense both of our own agency and of 
others’ agency. We are not required to change our minds, but rather remain ready for the 
possibility of change. 
The last principle, growth, acts as a direction for inquiry and a directive for community. 
For Peirce, growth provides context, motivation, and direction for movement “that is framed in 
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relation to others.”22 Growth happens through interaction. For James, growth acts as “a standard 
of maximizing possibilities and promoting further growth.”23 Growth acts to direct action toward 
further growth without fixing that growth; thus, it is purposeful while remaining open to 
possibilities. Dewey sees growth as “a contingent process of change in a particular direction; its 
outcome indeterminate, but still dependent upon earlier phases, current circumstances, and future 
interests.”24 He recognizes that growth occurs in context, with past, present, and future all 
working together to direct growth. Dewey also conceptualizes growth as an educational standard, 
which provides further direction as well as another formulation of James’ “cash value.” 
Addams’ writings indicate that she shares many of the pragmatic ideals held by Peirce, 
James, and Dewey. To begin with, Addams’ concept of knowledge is similar to the pragmatic 
concept of knowledge. We can see this pragmatic view in her discussion of the settlement versus 
the university, from her essay, “A Function of the Social Settlements.” 
The ideal and developed settlement would attempt to test the value of human knowledge 
by action, and realization, quite as the complete and ideal university would concern itself 
with the discovery of knowledge in all branches. The settlement stands for application as 
opposed to research; for emotion as opposed to abstraction; for universal interest as 
opposed to specialization. This certainly claims too much, absurdly too much, for a 
settlement, in the light of its achievements, but perhaps not in the light of its possibilities. 
This, then, will be my definition of the settlement: that it is an attempt to express the 
meaning of life in terms of life itself, in forms of activity.25  
Addams’ definition of the settlement reflects her commitment to the pragmatist view of 
knowledge. Addams understands that the settlement has a very different relationship with 
knowledge than the university. Whereas the university is designed to gather or discover 
knowledge, the settlement is concerned with how people can use knowledge to improve the 
community and its members, both in large-scale and in smaller day-to-day ways. We might say 
   
93 
 
that the university is concerned with idea-making, whereas the settlement utilizes ideas in the 
service of useful or productive social activity. In this vein, it is significant that Addams declares 
the settlement “an attempt to express the meaning of life in terms of life itself,”26 because it 
ascribes the greatest meaning to activity.  
The university is also involved in activity, but that activity is of two specific types: either 
finding new knowledge through research or imparting that knowledge upon students through the 
act of teaching. The university further separates knowledge into fields of research, academic 
departments, and areas of subject matter; specialization in one subject or field allows for deeper 
research, but it also narrows one’s focus which can sometimes exclude other interests. 
Specialization can also exclude others from that field, as they may not have the background for 
understanding necessary to access the ideas or language that has developed within the 
specialized field. The settlement, in contrast, utilizes all areas and kinds of knowledge for its 
needs. What is “taught” at the settlement must be of universal interest; that is, it must be 
accessible to anyone, regardless of how much they already know. While the settlement does 
engage in research and traditional teaching at times, neither are the sole or main activities of the 
settlement; they are instead part of a holistic attitude toward activity that maintains that all 
activity is worthwhile, so long as it is socially useful in some manner. In this regard, Addams’ 
statement about the settlement reflects her pragmatist attitude toward knowledge as based in 
inquiry and experiment. 
Addams also displays a strong commitment to interaction, the notion of experience as the 
basis of human understanding and to the belief that human experience will lead to social 
understanding and social action. In Democracy and Education, Addams states her commitment 
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to experience explicitly: “We do not believe that genuine experience can lead us astray any more 
than scientific data can.”27 But Addams also recognizes that in the real world, the concepts of 
interaction and plurality can be hard to actualize. In Newer Ideals of Peace, she argues that our 
ideals must be tested in experience before we can realize them. She writes that “our only hope 
for a genuine adjustment of our morality and courage to our present social and industrial 
developments, lies in a patient effort to work it out by daily experience.”28 Here, Addams makes 
the claim that experience allows us to modify our ideals within contemporary contexts. We adapt 
our ideals as situations occur which allows us to experience and conceptualize new knowledge. 
This reflects yet another pragmatist principle: the principle of pluralism.  
Of course, Addams is talking about experience as it affects a real-world issue: the issue of 
war. In this context, her discussion of experience takes on a more urgent quality. Lives are at 
stake here. Thus, the consequences of not utilizing experience to amend older ideals can have 
drastic consequences. Addams writes,  
It is so easy to commit irreparable blunders because we fail to correct our theories by 
changing experience. So many of the stumbling-blocks against which we fall are the 
opportunities to which we have not adjusted ourselves. Because it shocks an obsolete 
ideal, we keep hold of a convention which no longer squares with our genuine insight, 
and we are slow to follow a clue which might enable us to solace and improve the life 
about us.29 
 
Here, Addams is talking about the old ideal that war is inevitable, which she claims is an 
antiquated concept that is no longer borne out by experience, especially in light of the ways that 
people of different nationalities get along in the city. Addams looks at the city as a space where 
older concept of war meets with this new social experience.  
It is possible that we shall be saved from warfare by the ‘fighting rabble’ itself, by the 
‘quarrelsome mob’ turned into kindly citizens of the world through the pressure of a 
cosmopolitan neighborhood. It is not that they are shouting for peace – on the contrary, if 
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they should at all, they will continue to shout for war – but that they are really attaining 
cosmopolitan relations through daily experience. They will probably believe for a long 
time that war is noble and necessary both to engender and cherish patriotism; and yet all 
of the time, below their shouting, they are living in the kingdom of human kindness.30 
What she describes is a situation in which new experience exists in a simultaneous space with 
older values that are actually negated by the new experience. Truth has not yet been changed by 
experience. It is an example of real-world pluralism, with all of its inherent complexities. This 
disconnect between new experience and old belief illustrates how hard it can be to give up old 
ideals rather than to change them in the face of new experience and new knowledge. The 
unwillingness to let go of our past in the face of newer experience is, Addams argues, a way of 
sparing ourselves some hard but necessary work. Changing our ideals requires developing new 
ways of acting in the world, which can be difficult and slow-going, but has the potential to result 
in positive outcomes. In changing our ideals about war, we may save human lives. But the 
process, while vital, will not be as smooth or quick as we might like, because we are human, and 
humans are complex creatures who don’t always act in their best interests. 
Throughout her writing, Addams exhibits a grasp of the pragmatist concept of 
community that is grounded in real-world issues. She addresses social problems as problems of 
community-created knowledge, and argues that new social understanding can help to address 
these problems. In Democracy and Social Ethics, for instance, she defines charitable effort as 
having come from old and outdated social standards against which we judged people. This is, in 
essence, social knowledge that was developed within the community based on experiences 
within it. Addams then argues that new experiences have led to new knowledge about people, 
which should in turn change the ways in which we judge them.  
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We can also see Hull House itself as an enactment of this commitment to pragmatic 
community, especially Dewey’s notion of the shared social environment that forms the 
foundation for inquiry, and his concept of hospitality. Hull House programs and policies came 
directly out of the shared community of neighbors and residents. They were, in a sense, answers 
to community inquiry about what neighbors needed. As well, Hull House enacted hospitality; 
residents were open to new ideas, and welcoming of different people with different standpoints. 
Hull House programs reflected a variety of influences, and their clubs represented social groups 
of all kinds. Yet, there was a coherence to Hull House that suggests it demonstrated the sort of 
open-mindedness without empty-mindedness that Dewey talks about. Had Hull House been open 
to every new idea, the settlement would have ended in chaos and anarchy. Instead, very different 
interests and ideas were welcomed and seriously considered, within an overall conceptual 
framework that stayed consistent. In similar fashion, Addams enacts both the concept of 
community and the concept of plurality in her writing, by focusing on standpoints and narratives 
that are usually not heard by her audience, precisely because they are members of the community 
and thus deserve to be heard. 
Addams’ approach toward the pragmatic principle of growth also attends to the 
complexities inherent in the concept. Hamington argues that Addams “radicalized pragmatism” 
through her insistence upon the “egalitarian approach to social issues, one that was keenly tuned 
to the impact of class, race, and gender.”31 Addams continually challenges power dynamics in 
favor of a notion of progress that is lateral rather than individual. Her approach also accepts the 
consequences that arise from a pragmatic approach toward progress. If we look again at “A 
Modern Lear,” we can see this notion set out clearly. Addams writes that “the man who insists 
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upon consent, who moves with the people, is bound to consult the feasible right as well as the 
absolute right. He is often obliged to attain only Mr. Lincoln’s ‘best possible,’ and often have the 
sickening sense of compromising with his best convictions.”32 Here, she highlights the social 
nature of pragmatic experience, as truth no longer originates in my experience, but our 
experience, and that necessitates compromise. The social experience of truth highlights the 
tension that exists in pragmatism, where ideals sometimes clash with the facts of life. 
Pragmatism may satisfy both demands to some extent, but it will not do so without compromise.  
The “man who insists upon consent” also must accept that the road toward lateral progress 
is by its very nature unfixed. Addams posits, “He has to move along with those whom he rules 
toward a goal that neither he nor they see very clearly till they come to it. He has to discover 
what people really want, and then ‘provide the channels in which the growing moral force of 
their lives shall flow.”33 Here, she points directly to an issue within the concept of growth that 
can be quite vexing to deal with in real life. Growth is not easy, nor is it predetermined or 
defined. This means that there is no map for growth, so to speak. We can only look at where we 
have been and where we are currently, to set the stage for future growth. Yet while we may not 
follow a predetermined path, Addams does not mean to say that we are aimless in our 
development.  We are not resorted to floundering.  Rather, we proceed with a desire to address 
problems; to right wrongs as we see them at the present time.   
Addams’ notion of lateral progress is reminiscent of Emerson’s notion of the “flying 
Perfect, around which the hands of man can never meet, at once the inspirer and the condemner 
of every success.”34 Addams understands that there can be no exact prescription for progress, 
because experience will naturally change within new contexts and new situations. But there can 
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be a recognition of something greater than ourselves, a sense of good to which we can aspire, 
while admitting that we will never attain it. She recognizes and accepts this tension as part of the 
human condition.  
What he does attain, however, is not the result of his individual striving, as a solitary 
mountain climber beyond the sight of the valley multitude, but it is underpinned and 
upheld by the sentiments and aspirations of many others. Progress has been slower 
perpendicularly, but incomparably greater because lateral.35 
I see Addams pushing the notion of pragmatic relationship in a very real-world sense 
here. By this, I mean that she recognizes lateral progress as the culmination of pragmatic 
relationship. If we are going to take seriously the four principles of pragmatism, lateral progress 
is the result. Our interactions with the world and others within it, our recognition of plural 
experiences and ways of knowing, our understanding that community is shaped by and shapes 
these plural experiences, and our concept of growth as that which shapes and guides these 
experiences, are all, in a sense, relational. When we interact with the world, we are also in the 
process of developing a relationship with the world. Similarly, our interactions with others in the 
world helps us to develop relationships with them, which in turn help to shape our interactions 
with them. The pragmatic notion of relationship implies plurality, as it occurs in association 
between people. In recognizing a relationship with someone else, I recognize that they are not 
me, and thus their perspective will be different from my own. In this way, community is also 
based in relationships; our experiences with others within a community help us to develop a 
relationship with those others and with the community, and in turn these relationships further 
shape the community and its members.  
I think Addams would say that if we want to take the notion of growth truly seriously, we 
need to ask ourselves whose growth is important. Should we only be concerned with the growth 
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of a few? If, as Dewey claims, we should value growth as it enables further growth to occur, then 
it stands to reason that the best way to ensure the most growth is to ensure that everyone has the 
opportunity for growth. Addams fully admits that this type of growth might be frustrating. It 
requires compromise. It is slower and more difficult, because not everyone starts from the same 
place or even grows at the same rate. It utilizes a lot of resources that otherwise might allow 
certain people to grow much faster. But the payoff, she says, is “infinitely greater,” because it 
reaches more people. The more people who can access growth, the more avenues we have 
toward growth, and the more we grow in general. This is the essence of lateral progress: the idea 
that progress can only truly occur when everyone grows.  
Addams defines lateral progress as the advancement of the many rather than of the elite 
few. She views it as situational and contextual, understanding that class differences arise not out 
of moral superiority but out of circumstance. The notion of lateral progress assumes that 
common experiences have the potential to engender social understanding of one another, which 
in turn can lead to changes and thus enable lateral progress. It believes wholeheartedly in the 
power of social reform to improve situations for everyone.36 This approach to pragmatism is 
radical in nature. It is experimental and experiential, and it pushes the boundaries of the 
pragmatist notions of experience and truth and posits that these ideas can be put to important 
practical use for the benefit of all. It is also necessarily educational, because it requires that those 
of us who are in a position to help others grow must learn from them about what they need to 
flourish. Growth happens as a result of interaction, not just action. If we act on behalf of others 
without knowing what they actually need, we may not provide the channels that allow them to 
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mature. In order for lateral progress to happen, people must understand what others need to 
progress, and that means they must learn from those others. 
Section 3.3: An Open and Experimental Practice 
One of the most interesting aspects of Addams' definition of the settlement is the very 
way that she defines it: not in terms of its goals, or by its results, or through any preconceived 
notions of who is being helped and why, but as "an attempt to express the meaning of life in 
terms of life itself, in forms of activity."37 In opposition to schools or charities, Addams chooses 
a definition of the settlement that is both broad and active. Her open perception is not meant to 
compartmentalize her work or vision, yet by using such a sweeping idea to define the settlement, 
Addams also places it beyond the confines of the buildings which house the settlement. The 
settlement is more than a house; it is an actual way of life. Thus, it exists not in the structures, 
nor in the specifics of the players, but in the processes, in the nature of the activities that occur. 
Moreover, she is clear to define the settlement not as a definitive expression of the meaning of 
life, but as "an attempt to express the meaning of life."38 This may be in part because Addams 
was the type of person who tended to acknowledge shortcomings, either actual or potential. But 
it is also quite telling that she defines the settlement as an attempt of expression, because it 
focuses the definition on the experimental and unknown aspect of the settlement. The unknown 
aspect of the settlement comes from its social nature. Social communities are always changing, 
as members’ lives change, as new members enter the community, as new issues and challenges 
crop up. Nobody can know which path the settlement will take, or if it will ultimately be 
successful. The use of this word suggests that there may be many attempts, some of which will 
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be triumphs and others, failures. No one attempt is guaranteed either of success or of longevity. 
In her short definition of the settlement, Addams begins to unsettle the notion of what a 
settlement is. 
According to Addams, the settlement and its programs are open to contributions from a 
wide variety of sources. She writes, “[The settlement] casts aside nothing which the cultivated 
man regards as good and suggestive of participation in the best life of the past. It ignores none of 
the surroundings which one associates with a life of simple refinement.”39 This attitude seems to 
have been reflected in the classes and clubs offered at Hull House, which included not only what 
we would consider “high culture” - Western art, literature, or music - but also the music, stories, 
art, and historic figures that came from the immigrants’ home countries. 
One example of this that Addams cites are the traditional “evenings” for Hull House 
Italian and German members, where they gathered to talk, sing songs, and educate the residents 
on their cultural backgrounds.40 Both the more recent and more established immigrants, as well 
as their American-born offspring, benefited from these evenings; the social interaction produced 
friendships where before there was mere acquaintance, brought the new immigrant into contact 
with Americans, and served to instill in the more established or American-born “a respect for the 
older cultivation, and not quite so much assurance that the new [is] the best.”41 I believe Addams 
deliberately uses the word “cultivation” as a subtle equation between the best of what the 
immigrants have to offer in terms of culture and the best of Western culture. Both, she is saying, 
have their rightful place and both deserve our admiration. 
Addams gives an account of settlement philosophy in an 1892 lecture entitled, “The 
Objective Value of a Social Settlement.” She begins her description of Hull House activities by 
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noting that Hull House was created not to respond to any one particular group or social or 
economic class, “but to the neighborhood as a whole.”42 The neighborhood can of course be 
taken literally to mean the streets and alleyways that surround Hull House. But I believe Addams 
uses the phrase “neighborhood as a whole” to refer to all of Chicago and its residents, poor to 
rich, immigrant to citizen, illiterate to university educated. Indeed, she takes pains in much of her 
writing to eschew any notion that this is strictly a charity organization for the poor, declaring 
instead that Hull House is open to everyone in the community.  
Addams then states that the activities at Hull House “spring from no preconceived notion 
of what a social settlement should be, but have increased gradually on demand.”43 She thus 
describes Hull House as open both in reach and in scope. Without a defined set of rules to guide 
them, Addams depicts the activities at the settlement as free from rigidity and a certain kind of 
expectation that might otherwise thwart experimentation. This assumption – that there are no 
assumptions – is vital to the educational philosophy of Hull House, because it allows learning 
experiences to happen freely. The residents and members are free to try, and free to fail or 
succeed without fear that they might be breaking with regulations. In large part, this is because 
the settlement is based on the idea we are social beings, and that social interaction can promote a 
more responsive and relational democracy. As such, the settlement “regards social intercourse as 
the terms of its expression.”44  
Social intercourse is by its very nature imprecise and surprising. It has no pre-fixed 
destination or predefined goals. It can be at times unwieldy or dangerous, but it can also be 
graceful or productive. According to Addams, the educational activities at Hull House are judged 
by a different set of rules than other educational endeavors might be; they are deemed successful 
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not by test scores, or grades, or graduation rates, but by whether or not the activity has social 
worth to its members; that is, whether or not the activity results in meaningful connection 
between individuals, or between individuals and larger ideas, that can make their lives better. 
She states this specifically in Twenty Years at Hull House, when she writes about Hull House 
classes for children. 
The dozens of younger children who from the first came to Hull- House were organized 
into groups which were not quite classes and not quite clubs. The value of these groups 
consisted almost entirely in arousing a higher imagination and in giving the children the 
opportunity which they could not have in the crowded schools, for initiative and for 
independent social relationships.45 
In like manner, Addams states that the perceived value of Hull House activities depend on many 
factors, including the level of engagement with the activity, and especially the perception of the 
activity by the participants. For Addams, the criteria for success are all internal to the Hull House 
activities, rather than being imposed from without. She writes, “The entire organization of the 
social life at Hull-House, while it has been fostered and directed by residents and others, has 
been largely pushed and vitalized from within by the club members themselves.”46 Addams has 
faith that in settlement activities, success or failure will present itself quite readily, and 
adjustments can then be made accordingly. She places a lot of trust in the notion that residents 
and neighbors will know what is useful for the settlement, and that they will accept 
developments as needed. In practice, this may not have worked out as seamlessly as Addams 
suggests. Evidence of this comes from Donna Hodgman (d. 1967), who became a resident of 
Hull House not long after Jane Addams died. In her unpublished memoir written in 1943, 
“People Live at Hull-House,” Hodgman describes the settlement as a place where programs had 
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become stable, almost stagnant, and many of the older residents were uninterested in change. 
Hodgman writes, 
And so, after our first excitement we began, like other new residents, to feel disillusioned. 
Once in a while a new idea would come and would be acted upon. But the standard 
answer to suggestions at the time was, “This is the way we’ve done it for the last fifteen 
years.” The adolescents and young people were highly organized in groups…. The 
groups, for all practical purposes, were closed. When new people could be lured into The 
House, unless they brought their friends with them and could therefore start an 
organization of their own, they could not often engage in the activities already in action.47 
This is certainly not the settlement that Addams describes. We have to wonder, then, exactly how 
well Addams’ vision played out in reality. It could be that as Addams and her peers aged, they 
lost some of their willingness to adjust. Hodgman’s memoir suggests that by the time she and her 
family entered the settlement in 1940, a certain stagnancy had come over Hull House. This, I 
think, reflects a side of the settlement that Addams does not do enough to address. Doing the 
kind of unsettling work she describes sometimes goes against our natural resistance to change. 
Section 3.4: Social Life As Teacher 
Another interesting way Addams’ ideas about education are enacted within the settlement 
is the way she treats normative education within the context of Hull House. In her lecture entitled 
“The Objective Value of a Social Settlement,” Addams describes the college extension courses 
taught at Hull House in partnership with the University of Chicago as the “educational effort of 
Hull House,” which she sees as “subordinate to its social life, and, as it were, a part of it.”48 
When discussing the Hull House kindergarten, she evinces a similar attitude that the settlement 
was not created expressly for the education of children.49 Although she takes this almost 
dismissive attitude toward what we might think of as traditional forms of schooling, she makes 
   
105 
 
no such similar statements about other settlement activities such as cooking classes, book clubs, 
lectures, or even the Hull House Labor Museum, which she lauds for its ability to teach the 
children and grandchildren of immigrants about their ancestry.50 Addams’ attitude may be due in 
part to her position on public school and university education that I discussed in Chapter 3. 
Given her strong critique of normative education, it makes sense that she would be less interested 
in the types of education that seem more like traditional forms of schooling, even those that 
occur at Hull House. In addition, the college extension courses were not under her jurisdiction 
but rather under the direction of the University of Chicago. In likewise manner, Addams may 
have dismissed the kindergarten classes because they followed an educational rubric that did not 
originate from Hull House. 
In general, Addams does not often use the word “education” when describing the 
activities of Hull House. When she does write specifically about it, she often uses the term 
“education” to mean the more narrowly defined modes of education, such as the kindergarten 
classes or college education courses described above. Yet to conclude from this that Addams is 
not interested in education, or that she does not have an educational philosophy, is to miss the 
larger picture for the sake of a word. Indeed, she often uses words like “teach” or “learn” 
throughout her writing. She writes about the value of knowledge and truth. She discusses the 
ways in which understanding plays a crucial role in forming more productive relationships, 
solving problems, and strengthening democracy. Addams is not very interested in the normative 
idea of education, but her view of the settlement is, at its heart, educational. In her essay, “The 
Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements,” she writes, “Many residents must always come in 
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the attitude of students, assuming that the best teacher of life is life itself, and regarding the 
settlement as a classroom.51 
Here, Addams comes close to a trope that we might find obvious, perhaps even cliché 
today, of ‘life as the teacher;’ although in her time, this metaphor was, if not exactly novel, at 
least not obvious to most people. But Addams actually makes an important rhetorical move here, 
by taking the notion of life as a teacher seriously and literally. The settlement is a place in which 
learning is expected to occur. But if life is considered the teacher, the nature of the classroom – 
and the nature of the education within that classroom – shifts. One interacts with a teacher in the 
process of learning; in this case, the mode of interaction with the teacher is through the act of 
living together. Residents and members are engaged in the process of learning how to live 
together while they are actively living together. There is no preparatory period or moving 
through grades or levels; the curriculum is immediate and ongoing, and constantly adapting to 
meet the current contexts and situations of the settlement and the surrounding community. 
Although residents and community members may come and go, there is no graduation from the 
settlement to life outside the settlement; the settlement is simply another part of life. There are no 
tests and no marks to determine what is successful, only action and interaction. This attitude is 
present even in the Hull House kindergarten. In Twenty Years at Hull House, Addams states that 
the “first kindergarten was a constant source of education to us,”52 in terms of teaching the 
residents about the cultural differences that matter even to young children.  
All of this is highly reminiscent of John Dewey’s Democracy and Education, as Dewey 
writes that “the very process of living together educates. It enlarges and enlightens experience; it 
stimulates and enriches imagination; it creates responsibility for accuracy and vividness of 
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statement and thought.”53 In Democracy and Education, Dewey argues that there is a difference 
between the “incidental” education we get from living together, and the more formal education 
that happens in schools, where we are engaged in the deliberate act of teaching youth about 
social living as well as training and developing their abilities to best “share in a common life.”  
Without such formal education, it is not possible to transmit all the resources and 
achievements of a complex society. It also opens a way to a kind of experience which 
would not be accessible to the young, if they were left to pick up their training in 
informal association with others, since books and the symbols of knowledge are 
mastered.54 
Dewey acknowledges living together as a valid and important form of education but 
argues that is it largely incidental, whereas school takes the form of deliberate education. 
Addams, on the other hand, downplays the more formal educational aspects of Hull House in 
favor of the education that we get from living together. In part, this is because Dewey is focused 
on the formal education of the young, while Addams is involved in a situation that is extra-
curricular, aimed at whole communities of families with children, youths, and adults of all ages. 
But Hull House was also heavily involved in the kind of more formal transmission of societal 
information that Dewey sees as vital to the continuation of society. Besides the kindergarten, 
Hull House offered English language classes, classes in sewing and cooking that taught 
immigrants how to use the more technologically advanced appliances of the day, citizenship 
classes, as well as courses in music and art appreciation.  
Addams might say that most of the education going on at Hull House, while similar in 
spirit, is different from the kind of education Dewey addresses, in which an essentially unformed 
being becomes inculcated into the symbols, signs, and rules that are important to society; in this 
regard, Addams could argue that settlement education is less like wholesale teaching and more 
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like translation of already learned knowledge from one situation to another. For instance, the 
immigrant has already learned a language in his home country; in learning English, he connects 
the new language to his native tongue. Similarly, he can translate the new rules of his adopted 
home from the rules of his former home, noting the similarities between the two and making 
connections that help him better to figure out the mores of his new context. Hull House offers the 
immigrant the kind of education that would help to inculcate him into American society far more 
quickly than he would otherwise be able to do, in part because he has already learned about the 
importance of societal rules, symbols, and the transmission of knowledge and can utilize what he 
has already learned within the contexts of new social experiences.  
I think that Addams also has a slightly different take on the concept of growth than 
Dewey does, although Dewey does argue that growth – and thus education – continues on 
throughout life beyond the more formal processes of education. Dewey writes, “The primary 
condition of growth is immaturity,” which he understands as having not only a receptive aspect 
but also a potent force toward growth, “the ability to develop.”55 Dewey understands children as 
exhibiting two characteristics of growth, dependence and plasticity, which are particularly suited 
to development. Dependence, he writes, means that the child must rely on others for care. But 
that need makes children expressly attuned to the social realm. Thus, “children are gifted with an 
equipment of the first order for social intercourse. Few grown-up persons retain all of the first 
flexible and sensitive ability of children to vibrate sympathetically with the attitudes and doings 
of those about them.”56 The social nature of humans, then, turns this dependence into 
interdependence. Children thus have a social power by virtue of their immaturity, their need to 
be taught. Children also exhibit plasticity, or the ability to both learn from an experience and 
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utilize what they have learned in later experiences. Children, Dewey argues, are extremely good 
at adapting to their social surroundings. This fluidity is essential in early learning, for it allows 
the child to utilize and modify past experiences when faced with novel situations.  
Addams’ writing and work at Hull House illustrates her mutual belief in the power of 
interdependence and plasticity. But Addams, I think, would argue that these are necessary traits 
throughout one’s life, not just through childhood; moreover, Addams would argue that these 
traits must remain at the forefront of social work if the effort is to be successful. In much of her 
work, Addams describes a kind of interdependence between resident and immigrant, a mutual 
meeting of needs that each satisfies in the other. The natural responsiveness of Hull House 
programs exhibited the same kind of sensitivity towards the “attitudes and doings” of others of 
which Dewey writes. In addition, the Chicago settlement exhibited plasticity in the way it 
adapted to meet the changing issues of the surrounding community. Its programs developed out 
of the particular interests and needs of the Nineteenth Ward, and evolved as the neighborhood’s 
interests and needs evolved.  
The result is that the settlement was a highly experimental, active, and responsive 
educational space. This idea is stated boldly in the 1916 Hull House Yearbook: “Hull House has 
always held its activities lightly, as it were, in the hollow of its hand, ready to give them over to 
others; for there is among the residents a distrust of the institutional and a desire to be free for 
experiment and the initiation of new enterprises.”57 At least in the beginning, the members of 
Hull House resisted the temptation to make activities or spaces permanent for the sake of being 
permanent. Residents and members were expected and encouraged to try new things and develop 
new methods of interaction, with the formation of new classes or clubs, or forays into the 
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political arena. Taking risks was encouraged, so long as those risks could result in social gains; 
as a result, many of the experiments at Hull House had an element of social risk, ranging from 
mere disinterest to disapprobation of the surrounding community, embarrassment, and even 
political fallout. The failure of an experiment was always possible. Yet because of Hull House’s 
supportive and responsive nature, failures could be mitigated through communication and 
interaction, while members reflected on what went wrong. The fluidity of Hull House allowed 
residents and immigrants to truly learn from failure, while being open to the sometimes 
surprising possibilities that can come from a failed endeavor. In this way, failure actually 
engendered further learning. 
One example of an educational Hull House failure is the kitchen and the coffee house, 
which opened at Hull House in 1893. The kitchen was designed to be a place where immigrants 
could buy reasonably priced meals that were more nutritious than the food they would cook 
themselves.58 It was based on the New England Kitchen plan, a scientific method of cooking and 
kitchen planning developed at MIT which was popular at the time for its promotion of 
cleanliness, healthful ingredients and nutritive cooking methods.59 Residents, however, did not 
find the nutritious meals enjoyable enough to buy, as Addams regretfully notes in Twenty Years 
at Hull House.60 Despite this obvious setback to Addams’ vision, the kitchen was not left 
unused; as cooking classes became more popular, Hull House’s kitchen served as a classroom. 
By 1895, there were weekly cooking classes for adults, Italian girls, and American children 
taking place in the kitchen.61 Addams and her fellow residents initially hoped that the coffee 
house would act as an alternative to the saloon, but despite experimenting with “every known 
soft drink,” residents at first preferred to socialize at their local bar.62 However, the coffee house 
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gradually became a social meeting place in its own right, as a meeting space for Hull House and 
local groups. The experiences with initial failure at the kitchen and coffee house, Addams writes, 
“taught us not to hold to preconceived ideas of what the neighborhood ought to have, but to keep 
ourselves in readiness to modify and adapt our undertakings as we discovered those things which 
the neighborhood was ready to accept.”63 
Part of the reason some of these failures were so successful is due not only to the attitude 
of openness and experiment, but because the residents thought a great deal about what was 
happening within the settlement. The settlement can be characterized as a highly reflective space, 
precisely because it takes the notion of social life as a teacher so seriously. Learning through the 
process of living together requires more than mere living; it requires that one both engage in 
activities and spend time reflecting upon those engagements. The reflection is crucial to 
understanding the nature of an activity, to figuring out what worked or did not work and why, 
and to developing new ways of approaching the activity either to fix a problem within it or to 
address a different situation. The act of reflection is a quiet moment that echoes the way living 
things operate: periods of activity, followed by periods of rest. Yet reflection can also occur 
during activity; one can be engaged within the daily workings of life while thinking about 
something that has already occurred. The act of reflecting is invaluable to the process of 
learning; it is no mere coincidence that a close relative of the word ‘reflection’ is the word 
‘study.’ In many respects, Hull House residents made a study of their lives in the settlement. 
Addams’ essays and books are examples of her reflections on the daily activities at Hull 
House and the people with whom she worked and lived. From her earliest publications about the 
Chicago settlement, Addams wrote about the community of immigrants and their needs, the 
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various attempts by Hull House to address those needs, and the degrees of success following 
those attempts. Nor was this endeavor consigned to Addams alone; many of her colleagues were 
also involved in reflecting on the community and their activities within it. Florence Kelley 
(1859-1932), a well-known social activist who lived at Hull House from 1891-1899, wrote 
several articles about the activities at the settlement. Her 1898 article for New England Magazine 
goes into exacting detail as to the projects that Hull House developed to meet the needs of the 
community, the ongoing activities and classes, and the various political efforts that, she notes, 
mostly failed.64 Other residents who wrote about the activities at Hull House, such as Dorothea 
Moore, Alzina Parsons Stevens, and Agnes Sinclair Hollbrook, also described Hull House 
activities and daily life, and the people with whom they lived and worked.65  
The result of this experimental and reflective attitude is that Hull House programs and 
activities were constantly evolving based on the needs of the immigrant community and their 
interest in such programs, as the Hull House Yearbook from their 40th anniversary notes. 
The residents… are convinced that growth, either in buildings or numbers, counts for 
little unless the settlement is able to evoke and to attract to the House valuable resources 
of moral energy and social ability from the neighborhood itself, and that the success of 
the undertaking is largely in proportion as this is accomplished.66 
Hull House programs and activities can thus be understood as evolving, because the adjustments, 
adaptations, and new introductions were made in response to the changing contexts of the 
community and its inhabitants. This kind of evolution is particularly educational in nature. In 
order to be able to make adjustments at Hull House, residents had to be in a position where they 
could respond to changes in the community. They had to be attentive to the surrounding 
population, open to suggestions from immigrants, and ready to put aside their own preconceived 
notions of what was needed in favor of learning about what the immigrants truly needed or 
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wanted themselves. This receptive attitude toward immigrant participation was one of the 
founding ideals at Hull House. Addams notes it as early as 1893, writing that “[t]he residents at 
Hull House find in themselves a constantly increasing tendency to consult their neighbors on the 
advisability of each new undertaking.”67  
Sometimes the openness to change resulted in a loss of a program or activity that 
residents had clearly held dear, as evidenced by the change in the English classes offered at Hull 
House over the years. At its inception and for at least a decade afterward, Hull House offered 
many advanced courses in composition and poetry, as well as literature courses. This was in line 
not only with the residents’ own cultural and educational backgrounds, but also with Addams’ 
initial view that the settlement should “cast aside nothing which the cultivated man regards as 
good and suggestive of participation in the best life of the past.”68 By 1916, the attitude toward 
advanced classes had shifted somewhat; literature classes were still offered, but residents were 
feeling “increasingly that the educational efforts of a settlement should not be directed primarily 
to reproduce the college type of culture, but to work out a method and an ideal adapted to adults 
who spend their time in industrial pursuits.”69 Just four years later, the situation had changed 
further, with larger numbers of immigrants whose English was limited or non-existent entering 
the neighborhood. As a result, the English courses once again adjusted to reflect the needs of the 
neighborhood, and classes became “of a somewhat elementary character, a distinct contrast to 
those of the earlier days of the settlement.”70 Such a large change in the content of the courses 
demonstrates a receptive and adaptive attitude that is markedly different from the normative 
attitude towards the educational canon. At least in its first twenty years, Hull House was a place 
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where nothing was so sacred that it could not be remodeled or even demolished outright to make 
way for something more appropriate. 
Section 3.5: Resident As Student, Resident As Researcher 
In order to maintain their openness to change and their willingness to transform Hull 
House in response to community needs, residents needed to be attentive learners. One common 
characteristic that emerges in the articles, essays, and lectures written by residents is that they 
display the “attitude of students” Addams writes about. In the settlement classroom, residents are 
not teachers, nor are they facilitators of an educational environment in the Deweyan sense. 
Instead, Addams insists that residents maintain the attitude of students, ready to learn from life in 
the settlement. Again, we may see Addams as flirting with an oft-used trope - the “student of 
life.” But for Addams, this is not a metaphor but an actual role. For the settlement to work, the 
residents have to be students themselves, open and ready to gain new social understanding 
through interaction and activity with their neighbors. They need to be in a position to receive 
other opinions or ways of operating as learning opportunities. They must be ready to be 
perplexed, to have their ideas and ways of life challenged, sometimes profoundly. 
An excellent example of the intimate knowledge that Hull House residents had of the 
surrounding community is exhibited in Hull House Maps and Papers. Assembled by Florence 
Kelley in 1895, Hull House Maps and Papers is a collection of essays, along with detailed maps 
based on survey information that was gathered over a period of years for the Congressional 
Committee of Labor on the city slums of Chicago and three other cities.71 The essays are mostly 
descriptive rather than prescriptive. The first chapter, “Map Notes and Comments,” describes the 
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severity of tenement poverty – pollution, congestion, disease – as well as explaining the wide 
variety of nationalities within the tenement sections that are categorized by the maps. Three 
chapters discuss the Jewish, Bohemian (Czech), and Italian tenement colonies, their concerns, 
their reasons for immigrating, and their needs. The other chapters deal with issues concerning 
sweatshops, child labor, poorhouses, the need for art, and the settlement’s impact on the labor 
movement.  
In the introduction to Hull House Maps and Papers, Addams writes that the detail these 
essays deliver, along with numerous insights about the different immigrant groups, are both 
“immediate and the result of long acquaintance.”72 Immigrants readily answered personal 
questions about themselves, their families, and their work situations and opened their homes to 
inspection because they trusted the people doing the work. These were not strangers intruding 
upon their personal space, but friends and neighbors, people they knew and with whom they 
identified. Rather than act as objective observers and reporters, the authors of the Hull House 
essays were intimately related to their subject matter, either because of their work as labor 
advocates like Florence Kelley, a longstanding critic of sweatshops and child labor, or because 
they were members of the ethnic communities of which they wrote. Such links between writer 
and subject matter highlight the educational objective behind Hull House Maps and Papers, 
which was to present the findings in order to engender an emotional response as well as impart 
facts about the tenement communities. Hull House Maps and Papers aptly illustrates Addams’ 
belief that the emotional and the intellectual must be intertwined within the process of education. 
The use of researchers who are personally connected to their subject matter is also an 
illustration of a specific pedagogical move that Addams makes quite often in her own writing, 
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according to Margaret J. Marshall, author of Contesting Cultural Rhetorics. Like the writers of 
the Hull House Maps and Papers essays, much of Addams’ writing “does not separate the person 
who has had experiences from the writer who is analyzing or reflecting on those experiences.”73 
Marshall argues that Addams’ writings utilize narrative “in dialogical relationship with analysis 
or reflection,”74 which, she claims, enacts Addams’ understanding of education “as an activity of 
reconstructing and reorganizing what is known.”75  
A poignant example of the way Addams uses her own experiences and reflection on those 
experiences to restructure preconceived ideas is her discussion of the “Devil Baby” event, which 
appears in The Long Road of Women’s Memory.76 Addams begins by relating the event, in which 
a large number of people, most of whom were immigrants, began coming to Hull House in the 
summer of 1913, demanding to see a “Devil Baby” that was supposedly housed there. Many of 
the visitors had heard some variation of a story in which a husband berated his wife’s unborn 
child and/or her religion, whereupon the baby was born with cloven hooves and horns as a 
punishment for the husband’s behavior. Addams describes six weeks in which countless people 
were turned away, angry and disappointed that there was no “Devil Baby” to be seen, some of 
them still believing that the baby was being hidden from them. 
Such an account might normally induce either scorn or pity from a more sophisticated, 
upper-class reader, for the gullible nature of these immigrants, their willingness – even their need 
– to believe in such a ridiculous myth, could come across as pathetic or perhaps savage if the 
discussion merely ended there. However, Addams uses the story to turn the reader’s attention 
toward the women who came to see the “Devil Baby,” and their reasons for coming, especially 
the elderly female visitors. 
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[The story] was a very serious and genuine matter with the old women, this story so 
ancient and yet so contemporaneous, and they flocked to Hull-House from every 
direction… something in the story or in its mysterious sequences had aroused one of 
those active forces in human nature which does not take orders, but insists only upon 
giving them. We had abruptly come in contact with a living and self-assertive human 
quality!77 
For these elderly women, who would normally sit on the outskirts of their new country as the 
modern world rushed by them, the “Devil Baby” story excited not only their sensibilities, but 
their memory as well. Familiar in style to stories of retribution they had known from the ‘old 
country,’ this manufactured story became a catalyst for the elderly women to tell their own tragic 
stories of lives saddened by hardship and loss. Yet Addams notes that what struck her the most 
about the women’s stories was their complete lack of anger or bitterness towards those who had 
done them wrong, an attitude that she interprets as “translucent wisdom,” from those who have 
learned from a long, hard life.78 Indeed, the experience of listening to the women’s stories gives 
Addams “a realization of the sifting and reconciling power inherent in Memory itself” in the 
development of this wisdom. 
The old women, with much to aggravate and little to soften the habitual bodily 
discomforts of old age, exhibited an emotional serenity so vast and so reassuring, that I 
found myself perpetually speculating upon how soon the fleeting and petty emotions 
which now seem unduly important to us might be thus transmuted; at what moment we 
might expect the inconsistencies and perplexities of life to be brought under this 
appeasing Memory with its ultimate power to increase the elements of beauty and 
significance and to reduce, if not to eliminate, all sense of resentment.79 
Addams’ recollection of the way the elderly women’s attitudes changed her own understanding 
puts the women themselves into a new light; their experiences and their stoicism become a 
source of power rather than a source of pity. In her description, the women are wise precisely 
because of the hardships they have faced. What’s more, she argues, they have something to teach 
the reader about the power of memory. Such a sensitive and respectful rendering of the elderly, 
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often impoverished women, is indicative of Addams’ own closeness to the community of poor 
and immigrant neighbors in which she lived. It is this unwillingness to distance herself in order 
to achieve some sort of false sense of objectivity that enables her to see her neighbors as more 
than poor charity cases, but instead to recognize that they too have much to teach us about life 
and living. 
Addams opens up a space for women who would normally be marginalized due to their 
age and immigrant status and thereby changes the way they are perceived. Not only are their 
stories highlighted, but she points out the way in which their stories – and the women themselves 
– transformed her understanding of the power of memory. Addams writes about the 
reconstruction of her knowledge of memory in such a way that it is possible for the reader to 
experience such a reconstruction as well. Thus, she both exhibits a learning experience at the 
same time as she engenders a learning experience in the reader. 
Section 3.6: Education in the Current Event 
The responsive nature of Hull House curriculum is perhaps best illustrated by the 
confidence Addams and her colleagues placed on the educational capacity of the current event. 
Addams defines the current event as a new experience or incident that lends interest to an 
outdated or ignored moral idea, giving that idea new vitality within the context of the incident. 
She writes: 
The settlements early founded their educational theories upon a conviction that in every 
social grade and class in the whole circle of genuine occupations there are mature men 
and women of moral purpose and specialized knowledge, who because they have become 
efficient unto life, may contribute an enrichment to the pattern of human culture. We 
knew that much of this possible enrichment was lost because he who would incorporate 
these experiences into the common heritage must constantly depend upon fresh 
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knowledge and must further be equipped with a wide and familiar acquaintance with the 
human spirit and its productions. The difficulties involved would be almost 
insurmountable but that life has a curious trick of suddenly regarding as a living moral 
issue, vital and unappeasable, some old outworn theme which has been kicked about for 
years as mere controversial material. The new moralized issue, almost as if by accident, 
suddenly takes fire and sets whole communities in a blaze, lighting up human 
relationships and public duty with new meaning. The event suddenly transforms abstract 
social idealism into violent political demands, entangling itself with the widest human 
aspiration.80 
Addams argues that the current event is a force for education because it has the power to do two 
important things. First, the current event brings new interest to old ideas, reinvigorating a subject 
matter which would otherwise seem stale and stimulating new learning. Second, the current 
event brings people from all societal and cultural backgrounds together in conversation, even on 
a national or global level, and creates a shared community. The current event essentially forms a 
large-scale shared educational experience that brings even disparate people together in 
relationship with a common subject. And because the experience is shared primarily through 
conversation, the educational experience is especially social in nature. Thus, the current event 
has the power to engender learning both about the subject matter and about the other people 
participating in the conversation. 
Addams’ confidence in the educational power of the current event highlights her 
pragmatist viewpoint. Like her fellow pragmatists, James, Peirce, and Dewey, Addams views 
experience as deeply interconnected with the cognitive and emotional mind. “Experience” is not 
a sort of data set that is then processed separately by the mind; rather, it is more like an intricate 
dance performed by action and thought as they work together to form our understanding of the 
world. Traditional pragmatists, such as Charles Peirce, argue that even our most deeply-held 
beliefs do not exist outside of the sphere of action, but behave much in the same way as habits 
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and are developed over time with experience and reflection, which reinforces them and allows 
them to guide further action.81 Our experiences thus form who we are, how we operate, and what 
we believe. But these habits formed by experience can be hard to break, as William James 
argues. 
Habit is thus the enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent. It 
alone is what keeps us all within the bounds of ordinance, and saves the children of 
fortune from the envious uprisings of the poor. It alone prevents the hardest and most 
repulsive walks of life from being deserted by those brought up to tread therein…. It 
dooms us all to fight out the battle of life upon the lines of our nurture or our early 
choice, and to make the best of a pursuit that disagrees, because there is no other for 
which we are fitted, and it is too late to begin again.82 
Habit can thus serve to keep society functioning in a certain way, to maintain social and 
economic order, but at the price of discouraging actions and interactions that might bring about 
positive change. Such a society and its people cannot grow or adapt to new needs and changes if 
they remain stuck within their habits of belief. But experience itself provides the solution to this 
problem; a novel experience has the power to break an existing mental habit. Not even the 
powerful belief is immune from the potential of a novel experience to shake up preconceived 
notions and instill a sense of doubt in what was previously assumed to be correct.83 A current 
event has the capacity to shake up deeply held beliefs because it is a novel experience, which 
excites and attracts our attention, compelling us to focus on ideas that may be vastly different 
from our own and inciting us to learn more about them. Yet it is not merely novelty that makes 
the current event an educational experience, but the juxtaposition between the new idea and the 
old subject matter, between what we assume we know about an issue and the unexpected new 
lens. 
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One example Addams uses to illustrate the educational power of the current event is the 
Scopes Trial of 1925. The trial concerned the newly-passed Butler Act, which effectively made it 
illegal to teach evolution. John Scopes, a science teacher from Dayton, Tennessee, acting on 
behalf of the American Civil Liberties Union, deliberately violated the act in order to bring it to 
trial. The trial, in which Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan orated their positions on 
evolution and creationism, riveted the nation. Addams asserts that the trial “brought before the 
entire country a public discussion of fundamentalism versus evolution.”84 As well, it brought the 
small, rural town of Dayton and its residents, many of whom were very religious, into the 
national spotlight.  
In her depiction of the Scopes Trial, Addams argues that even the “narrow-minded” side 
of the debate contributed to this “national education,”85 by intriguing the more evolutionary-
minded youth in the teleological side of the debate, an issue which they had previously ignored. 
In essence, the younger generation had their assumption about the general acceptance of 
evolutionary theory disturbed by the presence of a completely opposite view within the debate. 
The novelty of the viewpoint, combined with the completely different nature of the Tennessee 
mountain people who espoused it, served to arrest and focus their attention on the debate and 
compelled them to seek out conversation with their more religious elders about issues concerning 
religion and the trial. Both young and old, Addams claims, saw more of each other’s’ “ardent 
inner life”86 as a result of these conversations. In addition, Addams argues, the Scopes Trial 
brought two disparate groups of people into the same sphere of conversation, compelling one 
group to become interested in the other group, which had never held their interest before, and 
enabled them to make connections between their own experiences and the other group’s 
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experiences. These college-educated upper-class youth may not have changed their minds about 
the nature of evolution or the question of whether it should be taught in schools, but Addams 
argues that the experience enabled them to view both their opponents and their opinions with 
more open-mindedness and respect. 
Nothing could have been further from the experiences and mental processes of the 
intelligentsia of a cosmopolitan city than these [fundamentalist] mountaineers, nothing 
more diverse than the two methods of approach to the time-old question of the origin of 
man. Only a molten current event could have accomplished a simultaneous discussion 
upon the same theme by these two bodies of people.87 
 Understanding the current event as an educational force necessitates being open to the 
flux of fresh ideas and contextual issues as a boon to older modes of thought. In recognizing the 
educational power of the current event, Addams demonstrates her willingness to embrace both 
new and old ideas in confluence with each other. For Addams, the new does not automatically 
trump the old, nor does the old always take precedence over the new simply because it is 
established. Instead, she sees the past and the present as in conversation with each other, working 
together to cultivate the present.  
 Moreover, Addams’ belief in the current event highlights her understanding of education 
as a social endeavor, learned not through the rote memorization of ideas or facts but through the 
lively method of conversation and interaction. Addams uses the example of the Scopes Trial to 
focus on the profound learning that takes place simply from people who experience the same 
event as a part of life. The conversations she recounts did not occur in a classroom, removed 
from the actual experience and facilitated by a teacher, but on street corners, in houses, halls, 
bars, and the social clubs at Hull House. Understanding in this instance comes organically, 
through the everyday experiences and conversations of people living together.  
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Addams demonstrates a commitment to the social aspect of education. The settlement is a 
place that is experimental and informal, fluid and adaptive to the community and its contexts, 
while remaining committed to learning as a way to better community experiences. Addams 
subverts traditional notions of teachers and students by placing life itself in the position of 
teacher. Her ideas and the Hull House programs remind us of a crucial aspect of education: that 
we learn through experience, which does not necessarily lend itself toward straightforward 
progress, but leads us in a sometimes winding path of progress and setbacks. Highlighting the 
social aspect of experience also reminds us that what we learn is not static, but shapes the 
community and is, in turn, shaped by the community. This kind of education is intrinsically 
relational in nature. 
 In the next chapter, I will discuss the importance of the educational relationship within 
the experience of living together. For Addams, the educational relationship is at the heart of the 
educational experience, for it helps us to form emotional connections with others and with 
subject matter.  





The Educational Relationship 
For Jane Addams, knowledge and relationship are intertwined. We cannot have 
knowledge without relationship of some kind, and our relationships have an impact on the way 
we learn, what we learn, and the way we feel about what we have learned. In these ways, 
relationships change the way we absorb, perceive and use knowledge; thus, they are vital to the 
learning process. In this chapter, I discuss the ways in which relationships transform the learning 
experience and lead to new knowledge. I will call the relationships that impact learning and 
knowledge educational relationships. 
One of the key elements of Addams’ understanding of education is the importance she 
places on the educational relationship. Addams sees relationships as essential for learning, in 
large part because she believes that relationships form the basis of our society and are crucial to 
living together in community. Our experiences with others are educational, in that through them 
we learn with, from, and about others, as they learn with, from, and about us. These relationships 
change both what we know and how we come to know it, and they change us as well.  
The nature of educational relationships is complex, precisely because we do not learn in a 
vacuum, nor do we learn from others exclusively in normative “educational” settings such as 
schools and universities, but rather from our experiences with other things or beings in the world. 
Addams focuses on the educational relationships we have with people and the way those 
relationships influence the acquisition and understanding of information and knowledge. These 
relationships can be more or less intense, long-term or short-term, depending on the other person 
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or people involved, as well as the situations or contexts in which everyone involved finds 
themselves. In addition, in some formally educational relationships, individuals come together to 
teach or learn, whereas in other more unintentionally educational relationships, they find 
themselves in the position of teacher or student without having placed themselves there.1 
It is probably easier to see the complexity of educational relationships and the impact that 
they have on teaching and learning if we consider the way they function in normative 
educational settings, as those settings are focused precisely on teaching and learning. In any 
given classroom, a teacher’s relationship with her students can greatly affect the way they 
perceive and learn subject matter. In addition, the teacher’s own relationship with the subject 
matter influences the way she teaches it, just as her pedagogical expertise, training, and 
experience influences her teaching methods. These different components are always changing as 
the teacher gains new knowledge of a subject matter, as teaching methods change or develop, 
and as the class dynamic changes depending on the students. Each group of students impacts the 
way the class learns through their interactions with each other and with the teacher. For example, 
a disruptive student has the potential to make it difficult for everyone to learn. Forces outside of 
the classroom also have their impact on the experience of the class; individual stresses (due to 
family issues, health issues, etc.) or community–wide stress (such as an outbreak of illness, a 
natural disaster, or war) can have a drastic effect on the way a teacher addresses material with 
her students, and on the students’ various interactions in the classroom.2 The relationships are 
impacted by things that occur both within and without the classroom, and the relationships 
themselves affect further teaching and learning. 
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All of these components are woven together in an ongoing dance that constantly changes 
as relationships between individuals, groups, and subject matters form and reform in association 
with each other. Addams’ work and writings about education illustrate her belief that 
relationships drive and shape learning. They also illustrate her understanding that the complex 
nature of the educational relationship cannot be reduced to pure methodology, as it arises 
through practice and experience within specific contexts and situations. Such experiences, while 
not predictable or repeatable, can nevertheless be approached with an eye toward encouraging 
productive and nurturing educational relationships that may better foment learning.  
Section 4.1: The Educational Relationship As Reciprocal 
Addams approaches educational relationships within the adult settlement community by 
focusing on the importance of mutuality within relationships. The rapport between settlement 
worker and immigrant must be reciprocal, a term Addams uses in “The Subjective Necessity for 
Social Settlements.” She writes that the settlement “was opened on the theory that the 
dependence of classes on each other is reciprocal.”3 This notion was radical for her time and 
even today it can be hard to fully grasp what she means by reciprocal.  
I want to be clear here that I do not believe that Addams uses reciprocal to mean equal, 
in the sense that the relationship would have the same results for both parties. She clearly 
understands class disparity too well to make that association. Addams uses “reciprocal” 
interchangeably with the word “mutual,” in the sense that each party shares in a common 
experience in which the action of each benefits the other in some meaningful way.  
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In part, Addams uses the term to signify a break with traditional notions of charity, 
which, she explains, often produce mistrust and misunderstandings between charity worker and 
immigrant.4 The relationship between the charity worker and the immigrant has a lopsided power 
dynamic that distances the giver from the receiver. The charity worker is often from a totally 
different class of society and lives in a different neighborhood than the immigrant recipient. She 
is expected to be objective in her investigations of charitable cases and not let sympathy sway 
her. She is authorized to give help but must do so within the boundaries of the organization 
rather than responsively, the way a person might help their friend in need. There is no common 
ground with which to found a relationship. Without a “similarity of experience” between the 
charity worker and immigrant, neither can fully trust each other’s motives or abilities to 
understand the other’s standpoint.5 The settlement attempts to address this problem head-on, by 
placing residents within the community and encouraging intimacy between resident and 
immigrant. 
Evidence of this intimacy is apparent in the language Addams uses to describe the two 
parties, which are meant to help dissolve the usual class distinctions and power dynamics that are 
inherent in social work or philanthropic efforts. The settlement worker is considered a “resident,” 
rather than a philanthropist or social worker. The term “resident” connotes the importance of 
place rather than of economic or social class. The “resident” lives within the community rather 
than visiting; thus, “residents” have a personal stake in their immediate surroundings. They share 
the space with the others who live in the neighborhood.  
The immigrants and poor or working class people, with whom the “residents” live, are 
considered “neighbors;” again, a term that also puts importance on place rather than on another 
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characteristic, and on similarity rather than difference. The only distinguishing feature between 
the terms “resident” and “neighbor” is a geographic distinction; residents live in Hull House, 
whereas neighbors live next door or down the street. Because they all share in the same 
community, they are similar in terms of their status as community members. Residents act not as 
charity workers but as fellow neighbors. In this way, residents are able to address the needs of all 
of their neighbors – immigrants, poor, and working class people – as distinct, rather than 
conflating the groups.6 Many kinds of people, from all sorts of economic and cultural 
backgrounds, can thus feel comfortable at Hull House. Addams writes, 
It has been the aim of the residents to respond to all sides of the neighborhood life: not to 
the poor people alone, nor to the well-to-do, nor to the young in contradistinction to the 
old, but to the neighborhood as a whole, “men, women, and children taken in families as 
the Lord mixes them.”7 
The idea of the immigrant as a “neighbor” is vitally important to the settlement mindset of 
relationship. A neighbor is not a stranger, but an acquaintance, someone you know and with 
whom you share a space, as neighbors live in close proximity. The term “neighbor” is also a 
friendly term; it signifies an emotional connection of some sort. A neighbor is someone you call 
on, someone you visit, and someone you receive into your home with hospitality when they call 
on you. Neighbors (at least good ones) help each other because they are neighbors. Addams 
describes this in Democracy and Social Ethics. 
A very little familiarity with the poor districts of any city is sufficient to show how 
primitive and genuine are the neighborly relations. There is the greatest willingness to 
lend or borrow anything, and all the residents of the given tenement know the most 
intimate family affairs of all the others. The fact that the economic condition of all alike 
is on a most precarious level makes the ready outflow of sympathy and material 
assistance the most natural thing in the world. There are numberless instances of self-
sacrifice quite unknown in the circles where greater economic advantages make that kind 
of intimate knowledge of one's neighbors impossible.8  
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Here, Addams argues that economic advantage can actually preclude intimacy, because such 
intimacy is based on need. People who need others reach out to others for help, and when the 
others in a community understand and share those needs, they give help readily because they 
know what it is like to need help. Addams suggests that people who already have everything they 
need are less likely to form these intimate bonds with their neighbors; when nobody needs help, 
people do not have a reason to share help, and thus have less urgent need to get to know one 
another. In this regard, self-reliance actually ends up causing people to lose out on the kind of 
intimate relationships with others that more interdependent people have. 
Although Hull House used the term “neighbors” from the beginning, Addams recognizes 
that the relationships that we develop with our neighbors are not instantaneous but develop over 
time. Indeed, she insists that residents “must be content to live quietly side by side with their 
neighbors, until they grow into a sense of relationship and mutual interests.”9  She thus argues 
that the residents themselves must be real neighbors. The relationship cannot be constructed or 
false; it must be allowed to grow naturally. This is quite a radical notion, because it puts the 
emphasis on relationship-building rather than solely on the help given. Addams is actually saying 
that help cannot come without relationship. The way to solve a problem is to not to charge in 
with a preconceived notion of what will help, but to live with people and let the developing 
relationship dictate what will be done. 
The term “neighbor” also puts a very different spin on the assistance that is received. A 
charity worker helps as part of her job; any relationship she might develop with those she aids is 
a nice, but not necessary, aspect of charity work. In contrast, a neighbor often supports not only 
out of a general sense of neighborliness, but because of the relationship that has developed. The 
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interest one has in one’s neighbor is intimate; the desire to help is natural because of the 
familiarity that has developed. Moreover, the help that is given develops from what has been 
intimately learned from one’s neighbors through daily activities and conversations. This 
neighborly help comes from social knowledge that requires a relationship in order to be learned. 
An immigrant has no reason to trust a charity worker who comes to her house once a month to 
investigate her situation; there is no basis for trust, no time to develop common ground. But the 
resident has the ability to interact with the immigrant on the street, in the settlement house, even 
in the immigrant’s own house. This develops trust and intimacy, and at the same time gives 
space for the resident to learn about the immigrant and her needs. Calling the immigrants who 
come to Hull House “neighbors” is not only a sign of respect, but a community-sharing signifier, 
indicating a relationship between the residents and immigrants that is built over time. Contrast 
this with the clinical phrase “charity recipient” and the disparity between the two terms is clear. 
The neighborly relationship between the immigrants and residents puts the emphasis on shared 
space and familiarity and prioritizes the kind of learning through the development and nurture of 
relationship that makes help useful and meaningful.  
Section 4.2: The Educational Relationship As Objective and Subjective 
 Addams further underscores the intimate and reciprocal nature of the settlement 
relationships when she discusses the way that each group addresses a need in the other group. 
She stresses that the relationship between resident and neighbor functions as a “subjective” need 
meeting an “objective” need. She discusses these terms in two 1893 lectures, “The Subjective 
Need of Social Settlements,” and “The Objective Value of the Social Settlement.”10 Addams 
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uses the term “objective” in part to illustrate the goals, or objects, of Hull House. But describing 
the needs of immigrants and poor people as “objective” also strongly suggests that these needs 
are, in essence, observable facts of reality rather than matters of opinion that can be debated. 
Certainly food, shelter, and sanitation are needs that could be considered objective in the sense 
that without them, people will sicken and die. 
 However, Addams also deliberately terms what we might consider the less necessary 
social needs of the community as objective needs. In “The Objective Value of the Social 
Settlement,” she spends a great deal of time discussing the ways in which the settlement has 
become a space for immigrant communities to socialize, and the importance of this 
socialization.11 This, again, is in marked contrast to traditional modes of charity, which address 
only physical needs such as hunger or shelter. Addams’ understanding of these social needs as 
objective suggests that she believes emotional fulfillment – the ease of loneliness, the 
strengthening of connection – is as important as physical gratification. One fills the stomach; the 
other fills the soul. In fact, she argues that the settlement fulfills both physical and emotional 
needs as part of the social function, effectively characterizing them all as social needs. She 
writes, “A Settlement which regards social intercourse as the terms of its expression logically 
brings to its aid all those adjuncts which have been found by experience to free social life.”12 
This belief was born out in Hull House, which served all sorts of needs that its neighbors had 
through political actions as well as classes, food services, social clubs, dances, and other 
activities. The Hull House physical function also changed to meet the needs of the neighbors, 
serving at different points as a public bathhouse, restaurant, kindergarten, and museum, along 
with making available many rooms for social activities. 
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 In contrast to the “objective needs” of the immigrants and poor, Addams attaches the 
word “subjective” more often to the needs of the residents. She does this, in part, to underscore 
the intimate nature of the resident’s relationship with her neighbors. By describing the needs of 
the resident as “subjective,” Addams subverts the notion of the resident as an objective observer 
who is removed from and impartial to her subject matter, as a social scientist might be removed 
from the subjects of her study. Here, partiality is a desired state. Residents live within the 
immigrant community precisely to develop kinship with immigrants and to understand their 
issues as community issues shared by all. Aspects of poverty such as dirty streets or lack of 
bathing facilities are much more keenly understood when a resident also has to deal with these 
issues firsthand.  
 More importantly, the term “subjective” places the needs of the resident squarely within 
the realm of the personal, rather than in the objective realm of quantifiable physical needs. This 
suggests that the need of the resident is a particularly inner need that must be fulfilled, an 
important distinction for Addams, in part because it allows her to compare the needs of the 
neighbors and residents and acknowledge or even prioritize the more immediate needs of the 
immigrants, all the while keeping the sense of mutuality between immigrants and residents. The 
resident meets her needs in the process of fulfilling the needs of the immigrants and thereby 
prioritizes the objective demands of those who need the help the most. Yet Addams insists that 
the essentials of the residents are as deeply felt as those of the immigrants; they are not merely 
performing community service to feel better about themselves or, for instance, to fulfill an 
intellectual sense of duty. This does not mean that the residents are acting altruistically; they act, 
in part, to fulfill a desire that goes beyond mere duty or feeling positive about their good deeds.  
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 At first glance, this can seem like nothing more than a hat trick, because Addams seems 
to be claiming the impossible: first, that the inner emotional needs of richer and more upwardly 
mobile individuals could actually be equal to the needs of destitute immigrants and poor people, 
and second, that those wishes can equally be met, but only in service to the poor. How can this 
actually work, given the vast differences in wealth, opportunities, and cultural acumen that exist 
between the upper class residents and lower class immigrants? On what level could their needs 
possibly be mutual? 
 We might think of it this way: the needs of immigrants and of the poor concern not only 
their more basic needs, but also their ability to be fully fledged members of the democratic 
community known as the United States. As Addams describes them, a number of immigrants 
come to this country with very little money and with little to no understanding of the language or 
of the geography or culture. Their needs, be they physical, emotional, or mental, are largely 
based on settling into this new place and learning what it means to be an American, while 
bringing their own experiences and cultural knowledge to the ongoing diversification of 
American culture.13 Hence, the settlement is a place that helps immigrants settle into becoming 
Americans. The needs of the American-born poor are somewhat distinct from immigrant needs, 
but they too need a place that can help them to settle, if we think of “settling” in terms of coming 
to rest. For poor people, who are sometimes forced to move their families from tenement to 
tenement, the settlement offers stability.14 
 Residents, in contrast, come from a cultural class that is already settled. Their families 
have been here, sometimes for generations. They are well-educated, well-fed, well-housed, and 
well-versed in American upper-class culture. They are not in need of the settlement or its 
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educational courses but rather of something else. Addams argues that these well-off young 
people have an intensely personal urge to help, an urge that emerges from a burgeoning social 
awareness and a concept of democracy as a “rule of living,”15 rather than as a mere political 
theory or method of government. Addams’ notion that this need to help that can only be met 
through social action is a radical notion, precisely because she places the ‘need’ squarely on 
those who would seem to need the least. This “subjective need” of the upper class is a recurring 
theme in her work, beginning with her 1893 essay on the settlement, in which she writes, 
“Nothing so deadens the sympathies and shrivels the power of enjoyment as the persistent 
keeping away from the great opportunities for helpfulness and a continual ignoring of the 
starvation struggle which makes up the life of at least half of the race.”16 Here, Addams makes 
one of her first arguments that the inability to address these problems actually negatively affects 
the quality of life for the upper class as well, suggesting that a full enjoyment of one’s life is 
contingent upon how much one can help others to live well. Addams argues that in fact, the 
desire to help others is something that young people tend to feel quite keenly.17  
There is a heritage of noble obligation which young people accept and long to perpetuate. 
The desire for action, the wish to right wrong and alleviate suffering, haunts them daily. 
Society smiles at it indulgently instead of making it of value to itself.18 
 This desire to help others in this regard is a particularly upper class need that derives 
directly from class disparity. Oddly enough, though, what exacerbates this need is not so much 
monetary wealth but the wealth of time. The upper class youth have time to ponder these 
problems because they do not need to work; thus, they have the time to be “haunted” by their 
simultaneous desire yet inability to act. This time is also a great potential asset, because they can 
spend it in activities other than working for a living. Yet society encourages them to squander 
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their time instead of putting it to use. Addams characterizes upper-class society as a kindly but 
ultimately condescending parent, who gives its children knowledge about social problems while 
severely hampering their ability to put that information to good use. Like the overprotective 
parent, upper-class culture expects that its youth will learn about poverty as a part of their 
cosmopolitan education, yet remain securely within the safety of the upper-class echelons until 
some unnamed later date when they will become full-fledged members of society.19 Ultimately, 
this leaves the youth powerless to do anything about the poverty they see. Addams writes, 
We have in America a fast-growing number of cultivated young people who have no 
recognized outlet for their active faculties. They hear constantly of the great social 
maladjustment, but no way is provided for them to change it, and their uselessness hangs 
about them heavily.20 
 The psychological effect of this cultural hampering was especially severe for the women 
of the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, who were expected to remain within the family domain even 
as they got older. Addams describes this thwarted need as a form of emotional desperation, as 
fraught with despair as one would usually ascribe to the plight of the poor. Her account in 
Twenty Years at Hull House of the young woman forced to take piano lessons when she would 
rather help others is exemplary of the hopelessness that Addams characterizes in this segment of 
upper-class youth, who are “simply smothered and sickened with advantages” while being 
constantly “gib[ed] with a sense of [their] uselessness” by the inequities they see all around 
them.21  
 Addams argues that these young people long desperately to be of use to their neighbors 
and to society, a yearning that goes far beyond a simple desire to offer charity. She explains that 
“it is not philanthropy nor benevolence. It is a thing fuller and wider than either of these.”22 
Addams wants to make clear that this is not just the desire to do good or to be kind. The notion 
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of benevolence does not fit here; the word connotes none of the passion that these young people 
feel. The usual notion of philanthropy does not fit either, especially in Addams’ time, when 
philanthropy was so intimately tied to social science. The desire she sees in young people is not 
something that can be filtered through the rules of a charity. But if we look at the etymology of 
the word “philanthropy,” Greek for “love of mankind,” or “love of humanity,” it comes much 
closer to the meaning Addams intended. She references Walter Besant to define the yearning as 
“the sense of humanity,” the recognition that no matter how different others may seem or how 
far removed from one’s own family they may be, our humanness intimately ties us together and 
makes us responsible for each other as fellow humans.23 It is the yearning for connection with 
one’s fellow humans, the desire to connect through action that moves beyond the self that 
enables one to define the self as a part of something bigger. 
 One way we might understand this desire to connect is to look at it as a desire to care. In 
her book, Caring, Nel Noddings describes an ethic of caring that is “rooted in receptivity, 
relatedness, and responsiveness,” and based on an innate “impulse to act in behalf of the present 
other.”24 Noddings argues that the natural impulse of caring is, in essence, the foundation of 
moral interest. That is, we experience a natural impulse to care in our relationships with others 
(such as a mother’s relationship with a baby). These natural caring responses lead to a larger 
ethical ideal that we must care for others. Noddings writes, “I feel the moral ‘I must’ when I 
recognize that my response will either enhance or diminish my ethical idea. It will serve either to 
increase or decrease the likelihood of genuine caring. My response affects me as one-caring.”25 
 The moral value we place on caring comes from our own experiences, both as care-giver 
and cared-for (or nurturer and one receiving nurturance). The ethic of care is thus based in 
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relationship, as caring is an act of relation between the caring and the cared-for. Noddings argues 
that we are “defined in relation;” therefore, caring is not a sacrifice of the caregiver to the cared-
for, but “both self-serving and other-serving.”26 In other words, the caring relationship is a 
mutual relationship, in which both sides receive something of value. The ethic of care is also 
based in receptivity, which Noddings describes as the experience of being “totally with the 
other.”27 In caring, we are engrossed with the other; we put aside our purely self-motivated 
interests, and become motivated toward the other. Within this receptive relationship, we become 
attuned to the needs of the other and respond to those needs. Those for whom we care, in turn, 
respond to our care, which helps to maintain the caring relationship. In enacting an ethic of care, 
we are obliged to care based on our existing and potential relationships, and the potential for 
growth within those relationships.28 As Noddings puts it, “Relation itself is fundamental in 
obligation.”29 
 Nodding’s description of care ethics resonates with Addams’ descriptions of the 
educational relationship, particularly in the reciprocal nature of the relationship, and in the way 
that subjective and objective needs are met. We can how the desire to help is similar to the desire 
to care, as to fulfill a need in others can be seen as an enactment of care. Addams’ notion of 
reciprocity is also similar to Noddings’ description of care, as both the resident and neighbor 
fulfill needs in each other. As with the caregiver and the cared-for, the subjective and objective 
needs can only be fulfilled within relationship. The ethical obligation to care for others is also 
comparable to Addams’ description of the sense of humanity that compels people to help others 
in need, as both are based in an understanding or sense of relationship to others as vital to social 
action.30  
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 In The Call to Teach, David Hansen provides us another way to understand what Addams 
intends. He defines this desire to help as a longing for vocation, as a fulfilling form of work that 
“helps provide a sense of self.”31 Hansen’s sense of vocation consists of both an inner desire “to 
engage the world in some substantive way,” and the outward, social action on that desire. It 
suggests both an inner knowledge that the person has something to contribute, and the 
assumption that “human striving itself [is] worthwhile.”32 It includes a healthy dose of 
skepticism of one’s abilities and a willingness to adapt to changing circumstances. Moreover, the 
normal modes of describing one’s job may fail in describing one’s vocation. “Why do I do it?” is 
answered in almost spiritual language.33 Addams seems to be describing something very similar 
to what Hansen argues. The call she feels, and believes that upper-class youth feel, is sometimes 
beyond language. 
 In Democracy and Social Ethics, Addams discusses some of the other characteristics 
described by Hansen. She writes that the desire to help stems from awareness of and contact with 
different people, a more cosmopolitan view that develops naturally as cities swell with diverse 
populations.34 This leads to a growing dissatisfaction with the social status quo and a belief that 
the upper classes have not only the potential, but the duty to change that status quo through their 
actions. The ensuing movement of young people invested in social change is, Addams argues, 
the development of a new democratic sense of social ethics, which she likens to the biblical 
“social test” of Judgment Day: “The stern questions are not in regard to personal and family 
relations, but did ye visit the poor, the criminal, the sick, and did ye feed the hungry?”35 Here, 
morality thus becomes much more intimately connected with the fulfillment of one’s social 
obligation towards all those who are in need of care.36 Addams writes  
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We are thus brought to a conception of Democracy not merely as a sentiment which 
desires the well-being of all men, nor yet as a creed which believes in the essential 
dignity and quality of all men, but as that which affords a rule of living as well as a test of 
faith.37 
 The desire to help, as she describes it, is really a desire to engage in an active democracy 
and to fulfill one’s highest social and ethical duties. Such a desire is, indeed, subjective and 
intensely personal; it stems from within each individual. Not everyone feels such a desire toward 
social action, but the desire itself has an objective goal: to improve society by improving the 
lives of those people who are in need of help. The need to help and the need for help are thus 
mutual needs. They both arise from class disparity but come together within this new concept of 
social democracy. Each side works for the same goal: a better, more democratic society for 
everyone involved. 
 Moreover, Addams argues that the way we go about participating in this new social 
morality is by engaging with others who are not of our own class or culture, deliberately 
broadening our own horizons by opening ourselves up to diverse people and thus unfamiliar 
beliefs and ways of life. She writes,  
We are learning that a standard of social ethics is not attained by travelling a sequestered 
byway, but by mixing on the thronged and common road where all must turn out for one 
another, and at least see the size of one another’s burdens. To follow the path of social 
morality results perforce in the temper if not the practice of the democratic spirit, for it 
implies that diversified human experience and resultant sympathy which are the 
foundation and guarantee of Democracy.38  
Here, Addams states plainly that it is in widening our boundaries and engaging with others that 
we gain sympathy for those who are the least like ourselves. Sympathy is the result of diversity, 
rather than of sameness. I believe Addams understands sympathy here in both of its meanings. 
That is, in coming together and seeing “the size of one another’s burdens,” we not only gain 
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sympathy for another’s plight, but we also gain an affinity for that other, an understanding of 
what makes us similar across difference, which makes us much more likely to see the other’s 
burdens as something to be shouldered together for the benefit of all. This, in turn, makes us 
want to work so that those burdens may be lifted. 39 
Section 4.3: The Importance of Perplexity 
 Thus, the work that comes with this type of horizon-broadening is necessarily 
educational. Addams argues that the kind of help young people want to give is not charity or 
philanthropy, because they want to work with others toward a shared goal of a better society, 
rather than deciding what is best for others without their input or consent. But working with 
others in this way necessitates that one must learn from their culture, interests, desires, needs, 
and beliefs, in order to achieve the kind of democratic community that Addams envisions. 
Anyone who wishes to partake in this work, be they residents or other activists, must therefore 
put themselves in the mindset of student to the immigrant teacher. Addams writes, “Many 
residents must always come in the attitude of students, assuming that the best teacher of life is 
life itself, and regarding the settlement as a classroom.”40 Within the immigrant community of 
which the settlement is a part, the immigrants and their concerns are the life of which she writes. 
As the settlement is expected to be “hospitable and ready for experiment,”41 so must the residents 
themselves be hospitable and open to learning about what the immigrants need in order to 
attempt to provide it, which involves first learning from the immigrants about who they are and 
what they think. 
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 This particular educational work is not easy. It can be hard to cast off cultural and class 
biases, especially any lingering moral superiority, in order to allow oneself to become a student 
of the “lower” classes. Becoming open to differences necessitates exposure to ways of life that 
are profoundly divergent from one’s own, and learning about others’ beliefs and life experiences 
can cause a schism in one’s own beliefs. The experiences we might have with others can 
challenge, sometimes even shatter, preconceived notions, causing us embarrassment or distress. 
However, Addams argues that they are a necessary and vital part of this new kind of democratic 
community building, because they point precisely to the educational opportunities needed for 
social change to occur.  
 The initial revelation of difference that calls into question one’s own beliefs can cause 
shock and anxiety as well as confusion. Addams defines these discomfiting revelations with the 
understated term of “perplexity.” She discusses the phenomenon of perplexity at length in her 
book, Democracy and Social Ethics, basing each chapter of the book on the kinds of 
interpersonal situations that cause perplexity. As Charlotte Haddock Seigfried writes in the 
introduction to the 2002 edition of Democracy and Social Ethics, Addams interprets perplexity 
as a situation that “reveals a rupture with conventional attitudes, beliefs, and practices. The 
perplexity cannot be resolved without developing a new understanding of the situation and 
calling into question received values.”42 Most often, these perplexities are caused when a person 
of one class or culture comes into intimate contact with a person from a different class or culture, 
although they can also arise within the same culture or class, due to differences in age or 
personal beliefs, such as with parents and their young adult children. Seigfried writes,  
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Addams… says that ‘a perplexity’ refers to someone’s personal involvement in a 
situation that baffles and confuses her, because her usual understanding and responses are 
inadequate to explain or transform a troubling situation. She can either continue to hold 
onto her assumptions or begin to call them into question. But in order to resolve the 
problematic situation in fact and not just subjectively, she must first undergo a painful 
process of rethinking her presuppositions and values. Addams’s choice of the term 
perplexity for the initial stage of inquiry allowed her to bring out its existential 
conditions. She gives a nuanced account of the interplay of personal feeling and objective 
conditions; of the difficulties involved in responding to other classes, races, and cultures; 
and of the choice involved in the ways one responds to challenges to accepted beliefs and 
familiar values.43 
 The perplexity itself, as Seigfried explains, is caused by the clashing of cultures or 
classes, but it is the emotional response of perplexity that is important here, precisely because the 
negative emotion indicates that there is a problem to be addressed, and therefore something 
which has the potential to be learned. The learning itself is the “painful process” Seigfried 
describes, because it requires one to see oneself and one’s own beliefs in a new and potentially 
negative light.44  
 Addams briefly describes moments of perplexity in Twenty Years at Hull House, most 
often writing about the surprise of an American child of immigrant parents when she realizes that 
the culture of her parents has something to teach her. These brief descriptions have a positive air 
about them, and indeed it seems as if the perplexities are resolved happily, with the child 
discovering something about her ancestral culture, as well as learning to respect her parents for 
who they are and where they came from.45 
 A more negative account of perplexity occurs in Addams’ description of the charity 
worker in the first chapter of Democracy and Social Ethics. As she writes, the charity worker is 
baffled not only by the contrast between the moral behavioral rules of her class and of those she 
is trying to help, but also by the contradiction in the perceptions of her actions. While she 
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perceives her actions as charitable and emotionally open, the recipients interpret them as cold 
and calculating.46 Addams writes that the charity worker becomes perplexed when her own 
beliefs about morally upright behavior clash with the lower-class acceptance of the indulgent or 
harsh ways immigrants treat their children or spouses, their seemingly indiscriminate spending 
on clothing or pleasure instead of saving their money, and even their theft.47 Immigrants, on the 
other hand, see the charity worker as detached and even manipulating, because while she clearly 
has money and is willing to help, she does not give to them spontaneously the way they and their 
neighbors give to each other.48 This surprises the charity worker who thinks of herself as a good 
person, but she is forced through the immigrant point of view to examine the possible selfish 
underpinnings of her charity. 
 For the charity worker, perplexity about these issues can be so overwhelming that it 
causes the charity worker to reject charitable work altogether.49 In choosing to attend to the 
perplexity and resolve it, she opens herself up to an education that can be quite overwhelming 
and humbling, for it involves overturning her own beliefs and “recasting her social ideals.” 
Addams writes 
She is chagrined to discover that in the actual task of reducing her social scruples to 
action, her humble beneficiaries are far in advance of her, not in charity or singleness of 
purpose, but in self-sacrificing action. She reaches the old-time virtue of humility by a 
social process, not in the old way, as the man who sits by the side of the road and puts 
dust upon his head, calling himself a contrite sinner, but she gets the dust upon her head 
because she has stumbled and fallen on the road through her efforts to push forward the 
mass, to march with her fellows. She has socialized her virtues not only through a social 
aim but by a social process.50 
In her investigations of poor immigrant families, the charity worker discovers that their form of 
neighborly generosity is actually superior to the rule-laden charity of which she is a part, because 
their help is given freely and spontaneously. Her assumptions about her own superiority - of 
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class, conviction, and morals - are upended. Addams’ description of the charity worker ends 
here; there is no redemption of enlightenment, no resolution. The reader does not know if the 
charity worker ever resolves her perplexities. Rather, Addams seems to indicate that she cannot, 
especially if she continues to be a charity worker, not only because of the continuing dichotomy 
between the rigidness of the charity and the natural responsiveness she sees, but also because of 
the dichotomy between her comfortable home and the slums: “The young charity visitor who 
goes from a family living upon a most precarious industrial level to her own home in a 
prosperous part of the city, if she is sensitive at all, is never free from perplexities which our 
growing democracy forces upon her.”51 
 If this is the condition in which one might find oneself due to perplexity, then why would 
anyone want to invite these feelings? What is educational in this scenario? Indeed, Addams 
would argue that there is nothing educational about this kind of perplexity, so long as the 
situation in which it arises is allowed to continue without resolution. The charity worker’s 
situation is actually closer to upper-class youth than to the settlement resident, because the rules 
of the charity prevent her from helping in a way that is really responsive to the needs of the 
immigrants. There is no sense of reciprocity here, only mistrust on both sides. Neither the charity 
worker nor the immigrant has their needs truly met. The immigrant might receive some money 
eventually, but only after he is forced to jump through hoops and undergo an investigation into 
his life. The charity worker is helping, but it doesn’t feel like help, especially when she sees the 
spontaneous kind of help that immigrant neighbors provide each other. Neither of them are ever 
able to see the other as anything other than inhabitants of the roles of “immigrant” and “charity 
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worker.” Both sides are hamstrung by the charity and thus the relationship – and any possible 
understanding that could come from it – is thwarted.  
 In contrast, the settlement resident has the ability to be spontaneous, to act more like a 
neighbor, but with better resources at her disposal. This puts her in a position where she can be 
more vulnerable and open to the possibility of perplexity, because she has the ability to respond 
to that inherent complexity. The resident is actually in the position of being able to seek out 
perplexities and learn from the situations that unsettle her in the settlement. Moreover, she is able 
to put herself in the position of student more easily, because she is in an environment that 
encourages the very relationships that allow for perplexities to be resolved rather than erecting 
barriers that perpetuate them.  
 Yet the question still remains, why would someone intentionally seek out an experience 
that has the potential to cause such emotional distress? Addams states that “we are under a moral 
obligation in choosing our experiences.”52 Presumably, this is so we can broaden our 
perspectives through experiences with those who are unlike us. But does that mean that we are 
under a moral obligation to choose perplexity? Are we morally obligated to make ourselves 
vulnerable, or even hurt ourselves, in the pursuit of social learning? If so, we may then ask, how 
much are we expected to suffer? What happens if we end up in a perplexity that cannot be 
resolved? If we are expected to enter into experiences that cause perplexity, then we are, in a 
sense, being expected to put ourselves in a position that may potentially cause us emotional 
damage. Moreover, the notion that we are morally obligated to choose experiences does not 
actually sound a whole lot like choice. We are free to choose, so long as we choose in a certain 
direction. 
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 Addams’ argument about moral obligation is directed toward those of us who are socially 
aware and want to help. Our investment in social progress necessarily obligates us to widen our 
boundaries. Thus, I think she would say that the obligation is inherent in the desire, rather than 
being imposed upon from without. We cannot say we want to do something about social justice, 
but only if it doesn’t hurt, or if it doesn’t require too much work. We don’t get to say, “I’m 
willing to help, but only a little.” That is not activism. The modern equivalent would be to “like” 
a cause on Facebook, where it costs nothing more than a click of a button to support a cause. 
Acting on behalf of social justice requires learning about others who are different, and that 
means we often be thrown by what we find out. The surprise or shock we feel when we 
encounter something that challenges us is the moment that education begins. It shows us where 
we need to pay attention and how to question our own beliefs or attitudes in light of the new 
information. But Addams uses the example of the charity worker as a caution. Merely being 
perplexed does not automatically lead to education. Without relational support of some kind, 
there is no way to satisfactorily resolve the perplexity. The relationship between the settlement 
and neighbor mitigates the negative effects of perplexity through a sense of familiarity, allowing 
the resident to rethink her position or belief, take in new knowledge, and either change her 
position or retain her original one with a deeper understanding of the diversity of views in the 
community.  
 I see a lot of educational value in Addams’ concept of perplexity. By opening ourselves 
up to bewilderment, we open ourselves up to new learning opportunities. But those learning 
opportunities only happen when we engage with the situation that caused the perplexity, however 
emotionally jarring it might be. This requires that we listen to others, that we try to understand 
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what they are saying to us, and that we allow our ideas or even ourselves to possibly be changed 
by engagement with others. Even if the perplexity is not fully resolved, by remaining open to the 
experience, we gain a lot. What we learn from the engagement enlarges our perspectives and 
widens our scope of understanding about others and about how we all live together. 
 Being open to perplexity means being vulnerable, which can be a frightening prospect for 
anyone. In opening ourselves to perplexity, we expose ourselves to emotional upheaval. Rather 
than keeping them to ourselves, we lay our ideas out for all to see. What if our ideas turn out to 
be wrong? Even worse, what if those ideas are so wrong that they hurt others or cause them 
disappointment, even disgust? The fear of being wrong, or of receiving disapprobation from 
others, is a very real fear that can cause us to shut ourselves off from others. We may not want to 
admit our viewpoint, or to ask questions, because we do not want to look stupid, or weird, or 
bigoted, or selfish. In school, the fear of being wrong can cause a student to sit in the back and 
never ask questions or participate. But in doing so, the student loses the very opportunity to 
learn, or at least to learn more, than she might otherwise learn from her quiet spot at the back of 
the class. Engagement with others is the key, and it requires that we make ourselves vulnerable 
to others. It requires that we accept the possibility of looking foolish, even wrong, to others. It 
also requires that we accept the possibility of actually being wrong, of having a narrow 
viewpoint, or a bigoted mindset. When we open ourselves to others, we also open ourselves to 
ourselves – to a greater understanding of who we are, however painful that knowledge might be. 
This is a very real risk, and it carries with it the possibility of tangible consequences. But the risk 
of learning from others also has great rewards. 
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 In addition, vulnerability requires a certain amount of trust. When we make ourselves 
vulnerable to others, we put our trust in the relationship we have with them. We trust that they 
will not knowingly harm us. We trust that whatever harm might be done will most likely be 
forgiven, so long as it was not intentional. We trust in their ability to teach us something, to help 
resolve the perplexity. We also must trust in ourselves, in our ability to deal with the 
consequences of opening ourselves up to others without losing ourselves. Trust allows 
vulnerability, which in turn, allows for openness to change.  
 The reward for all of this is the kind of new understanding of others that can have real 
and lasting impact, however small, in our thoughts and our actions. Addams recounts one of 
these instances in The Long Road of Woman’s Memory, the aforementioned “Devil Baby” 
situation. Initially when she encountered these visitors insistent on seeing the so-called “Devil 
Baby,” Addams experienced perplexity: why were these women so insistent on seeing a creature 
that didn’t exist? What was it about the notion of a “Devil Baby” that was so important to them? 
The resulting stories that Addams retells are painful to read; they are stories of loss, especially 
the death of infants and children, others of spousal abuse, and of poverty and hardship. Addams 
describes not only their stories of suffering, but her own sorrow upon hearing them, particularly 
for those women she knew well. Of one such woman, Addams writes, “I had known her for 
years, and yet the recital of her sufferings, added to those the Devil Baby had already induced 
other women to tell me, pierced me afresh.”53 Without minimizing the obvious pain felt by the 
women who lived the stories, we can see that Addams also felt pain for the suffering of those she 
knew. In engaging with the perplexing situation, Addams opened herself up to this discomfort. 
Hearing woman after woman tell her their personal stories of suffering and tragic loss had to 
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have been painful for her; the sympathetic way Addams recounts their stories shows that she was 
listening compassionately to the women who came to Hull House to see the “Devil Baby.” 
 The experience itself, however, was quite educative for Addams, for among other things, 
it gave her a new perspective on the way humans construct knowledge from experience. Addams 
writes  
During the weeks that the Devil Baby drew multitudes of visitors to Hull-House, my 
mind was opened to the fact that new knowledge derived from concrete experience is 
continually being made available for the guidance of human life, that humble women are 
still establishing rules of conduct as best they may, to counteract the base temptations of a 
man’s world.54  
Addams writes that she came to understand instances like the “Devil Baby” as important 
symbols for women who otherwise had very little control over their husbands. The women used 
these instances as warnings for their husbands – if you act inappropriately, your next baby might 
have the mark of the Devil. Such stories were not silly, but vitally important as a form of social 
control over men who might otherwise be unstable in their relationships. This new perspective 
gave Addams an insight into the women of her community that she previously did not have, an 
insight that changed her view of them. Moreover, the resulting conversations that Addams had 
with the older immigrant women who came to see the “Devil Baby” gave her a better 
understanding of their strength and endurance in the face of grinding poverty and personal 
suffering. Indeed, the experience, and what she learned from it, affected Addams enough to write 
a book about these older immigrant women, which gave their poignant stories a wider audience. 
 This openness and vulnerability toward others is the hallmark of the educational 
relationship. For some people, it means putting themselves in a position where they have to learn 
to change their old ways of thinking and adapt to the new social community, much like 
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immigrants have to change and adapt to their new country. Each person becomes unsettled as 
they move from their old habits and habitats, with the hope that everyone will settle together 
within the new community. Settling, however, is not a fixed state of being. Understandings will 
continually be negotiated as situations change and as new members come into the community. 
Thus, there is a constant process of unsettling and settling, of learning and relearning what it 
means to live together and work together to develop the community.  
For Addams, the educational relationship is essential to a working social democracy. It 
allows people to form bonds that transcend cultural or class difference; boundaries are dissolved, 
and they become neighbors rather than strangers. Once intimacy is established, the issues that 
once seemed so foreign or ‘other’ become more relatable, and thus easier to learn about and to 
understand. This educational relationship requires openness to new ideas and potentially 
foundation-shaking change, but it is change that has the potential to incite action on the part of 
those who can act. Relationship lies at the heart of education. It impacts how we learn, and what 
we do with that knowledge. In a social democracy, it has the potential to change lives. 
In this chapter, I have examined the nature of the educational relationship as it plays out 
between people. This chapter has been concerned with the ways in which the educational 
relationship happens between people who experience others personally, in face-to-face 
exchanges. In the next chapter, I will address the other aspect of the educational relationship: the 
way Addams writes in order to form a relationship between reader and subject matter.  





The Textual Relationship 
In much of her writing, Jane Addams utilizes the educational relationship to lead readers 
slowly and subtly towards new understanding of the positions and standpoints of the people who 
make up the “underclass” – women, children and young adults, immigrants, and the poor. To 
introduce how Addams teaches through her writing, I will begin by looking at Margaret J. 
Marshall’s book, Contesting Cultural Rhetoric, connecting Marshall’s theory with the notion of 
teaching through the educational relationship. Next, I analyze Addams’ book, A New Conscience 
and an Ancient Evil, to show how Addams cultivates a deeper and more sympathetic 
understanding of others through an educational relationship between reader and subject matter. 
This chapter, as well as the previous one, lays the groundwork for the final chapter on 
sympathetic knowledge. 
Section 5.1: Narrative As Authority 
Contesting Cultural Rhetoric, by Margaret J. Marshall, is a book about educational 
discourse and the ways this discourse enacts “the cultural conceptions and values associated with 
education.”1 Marshall looks at this discourse from different angles, utilizing texts that are not all 
ostensibly about education, but which comment on educational issues important not only to 
educators but to society at large. Marshall claims that the discourse itself is useful in examining 
education, because it allows us not only to look at what we think or say about education but how 
we frame educational topics. The rhetoric concerning or surrounding educational issues, 
Marshall argues, is important because it helps us to understand the forces that shape our attitudes 
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to education. For Marshall, Addams is an important voice in the conversation not only because 
of her involvement in education outside of normative school spaces but also because of the way 
she educates through her writing. 
The first point that I wish discuss is Marshall’s argument that  
the space Addams’s text creates for narratives of personal experience – the way in which 
narratives operate in a dialogical relationship with analysis or reflection – is an enactment 
of Addams’s definition of education as an activity of reconstruction and reorganizing 
what is known. Thus what Addams’s text does is to enact its own version of teaching: 
synthesizing and interpreting.2 
In other words, Addams’ essays and memoirs are not merely records of her experiences and 
ideas, but are in themselves a form of education. 
Part of Addams’ ability to teach through her writing has to do with the way her style of 
argumentation developed naturally from her life experience. Her style of argument is subtle; 
rather than plainly laying down her argument and the evidence to support it, she persuades 
through gentle reasoning that seems to invite the reader to agree with her. Marshall describes 
Addams’ writing as “persuasive,” concluding that her arguments won people over “because she 
was able to articulate what many of her peers were thinking, and she did so with a rhetoric that 
was believable.”3 In other words, Addams was able to give public voice to the personal thoughts 
that many in her socioeconomic class shared. Marshall goes on to argue: 
In articulating the silent thoughts of Americans at that moment in time, Addams taught 
her audience a language to use in considering and talking about important public issues, a 
language that expresses the struggle to make a generalized meaning out of individual 
particulars, a language that gives voice to meanings that emerge from consideration of 
individual experiences.4  
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Through her writing, Addams teaches her readers the language of articulation, a way to express 
the ideas that they share but cannot necessarily express themselves. In teaching readers how to 
express these ideas, Addams draws from her own experience with the frustrations of silence. 
Marshall describes Addams as a person who struggled to find her public voice and to 
reconcile her public voice with her inner life. Addams, Marshall claims, “replicates her struggle 
for meaningful activity” through her writing.5 In this sense, Addams’ personal life becomes more 
than a biography; it is woven into her pedagogy. Her own experiences as a woman searching for 
meaningful activity within a repressive social class, for instance, shaped her understanding of 
silence, of “issues of standing or authority to speak and to which words and voice to use,” and of 
the inherent issues and emotions involved in “breaking out of silence and into public forms.”6 
They gave Addams both the means and the motive for utilizing narratives the way she does in 
her work, to give voice to those who would otherwise be forced to remain silent. 
Marshall argues that Addams uses narratives in an innovative way: as authoritative voices 
in their own right, which both support and help to teach the audience what she considers 
important. The narrative then becomes a form of knowledge that can be used for education. 
Addams achieves this, Marshall writes, by intertwining authoritative sources familiar to her 
audience with narratives unfamiliar to them. By connecting the voices of immigrants, women, 
youth, and the poor to the familiar, authoritative voice, she thereby lends them a similar 
authority.  
One example of this is Addams’ use of the classical scholar Sir Gilbert Murray (1866-
1957) as a voice of authority on the subject of memory. In the introduction to The Long Road of 
Women’s Memory, she references Murray’s description of Euripides on the subject of memory as 
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the Mother of Muses, and then almost immediately brings up the topic of her first chapter, the 
“Devil Baby,” as a myth that was told and retold by the elderly women of the immigrant 
community in the Nineteenth Ward of Chicago. Referencing Murray, the classic Greek poet, and 
the subject matter of elderly immigrant women’s conversations so closely together, links the 
women’s voices to this established voice of authority. Moreover, by using Euripides’ quote, “that 
Memory who is the Mother of the Muses,”7 Addams makes a connection between the Memory of 
Euripides’ poem and the memory of the elderly women. This sets the tone for the book and 
imbues the position of the elderly immigrant women with a gravitas that they would not 
normally have had. By the time Addams gets to the actual story of the “Devil Baby”, she has laid 
the foundation for her readers to take these women seriously and to better understand why the 
women focus on a story that would otherwise seem ridiculous. Her ability to infuse these other 
narratives with authority is especially powerful here, because she not only creates a space where 
their voices can be heard, but she also teaches her readers a new way of looking at a story that 
would normally incite mockery. 
The exchange between authoritative voices and new voices is a key pedagogical trope in 
Addams’ writing, as she moves from a position of what Marshall terms “shared knowledge”8 to a 
new form of knowledge built upon the shared knowledge. Here, Marshall argues, Addams does 
something quite different from the normative rhetoric structure, wherein the author breaks down 
old knowledge in the face of new knowledge. Instead, Addams utilizes preexisting knowledge to 
support new knowledge, much like a teacher does in the classroom. While she might use the new 
knowledge to subvert some incorrect aspect of the shared knowledge, there is never any sense 
that Addams is dismantling the old to make way for the new. Marshall writes that in Addams’ 
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works “experience has not replaced external references but has taken its place among such 
references.”9 Readers learn the new information, and at the same time they learn to view the 
sources of that information as authoritative. In effect, Addams creates a space for dialogue 
between the known and the unknown sources where they can inform each other. We see this 
dialogue quite clearly in Democracy and Social Ethics, especially the chapter on “Charitable 
Effort.” Here Addams moves between the experience of philanthropy on the part of the charity 
worker (the “authoritative” voice) and the experience of charity on the part of the immigrant (the 
new voice), describing each side’s perception of the other in a way that illuminates both sides. In 
addition, it gives the reader a much better understanding of why poor immigrants view the 
charity worker in such a negative light.10 In effect, Addams puts the two voices in conversation 
with each other, so that each side has a chance to air its viewpoint in a spirit of respect.  
Addams’ blend of different sources of authority illuminates her view of education as “an 
activity of critical evaluation,” in which readers must pay close attention not only to what is 
being said, but how.”11 Marshall argues that Addams’ writing illuminates her conception of 
knowledge itself as activity; it exists within the back-and-forth exchange of communication 
rather than as an outside product, “a thing to be possessed.”12 Knowledge, then, is experiential, 
rather than inert. Marshall points toward a sense of fluidity in Addams’ concept of knowledge; if 
knowledge is experiential, then there is never a time when we can say we know something 
absolutely. Knowledge is never static, but always changing, responsive to context and conditions 
that occur within experience.  
Marshall describes Addams’ primary role in these texts as an interpreter, bringing 
different voices and sources of authority together to facilitate understanding. This is an important 
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and sometimes difficult role, and it explains the self-consciousness that Addams sometimes 
displays in her writing. Marshall explains, “As an interpreter, a writer knows that there is an 
activity of mind that comes between the event being interpreted and the audience. Such a role 
must be performed self-consciously, or its value as interpretation is lost and a false absoluteness 
rules in its place.”13 That is, the writer must remain aware of her role in synthesizing these 
different points of view; here, the goal is not to assume the part of omniscient presence, but to 
acknowledge one’s role as the go-between.  
Addams displays her self-conscious position as interpreter aptly in her book, The Spirit of 
Youth and the City Streets. In the chapter entitled “The House of Dreams,” Addams deftly moves 
between first person, first person plural, and second person, which allows space for more 
generalized statements, descriptions, and narratives taken from youth themselves, and Addams’ 
personal accounts of her dealings with the young people of the tenement neighborhood. 
Declarations such as “We can all recall our own revolt against life’s actualities”14 invite her 
readers into agreement with her, while her remembrances about the neighborhood children who 
stole money for theater tickets remind the reader that she is also a participant in the conversation. 
These are put into conversation with more objective descriptions about the children themselves. 
The result is closely akin to a live conversation. 
Section 5.2: Education Through Synthesis 
The conversational tone of Addams’ essays underscores her belief in knowledge not as a 
factual absolute but as somehow flexible, growing out of interpretation and thus always 
changeable depending on circumstance, interpreter, audience, etc. As Marshall writes, Addams’ 
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language hints at the idea that knowing sometimes involves “playing” with fact, and that such 
play can have positive outcomes.15 The goal of this education is not to deposit knowledge within 
the audience, but to connect them with others in such a way that they come to understand things 
in a more comprehensive and holistic way, rather than as disconnected parts.  
Marshall describes this process as synthesis, an activity of coming together. In synthesis, 
different aspects (such as emotion and intellect) are seen not as “polarities,” but as “mutually 
beneficial” parts of the whole, or, as Marshall writes, “parts of each other.”16 Marshall describes 
three ways in which Addams’ texts enacts this synthesis. The first is by enabling connection 
between the reader and the subjects within the book. The second is by establishing connection 
between the “different aspects of oneself,”17 meaning that the individual understands different 
aspects such as emotion and intellect as “mutually beneficial”18 to each other. The third is by 
connecting individuals with the larger community. Marshall describes this as “ideology – the 
political, social, economic, historical, and cultural domains must be accounted for; the individual 
life, and the individual problems, must be put into this full ideological context.”19 The problems 
Addams describes have individual components, but they are also tied to larger issues of ideology. 
Marshall stresses that once again, Addams does not seek to parse out the various components of 
these social issues, but discusses them “in their cultural dimensions.”20 In other words, she 
weaves local or personal issues together with politics, cultural and civic history, local and federal 
government, within the larger context of a shared sense of moral duty or democracy. 
Marshall’s description of synthesis stresses the idea of interconnectedness; parts are not 
discrete, but interdependent. They derive strength from their relationship with each other, within 
the whole. Knowledge comes from the activity of the parts working together in relationship to 
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each other. Thus knowledge can never be separated from the relationships themselves; it exists in 
utilization and in the process of connection across differences. Addams’ writing provides more 
than simply an education in a certain political stance or critique, but teaches the reader a habit of 
active, mindful, and critically reflective learning that is meant to continue throughout life as the 
reader develops new relationships.21  
Section 5.3: Enacting Synthesis in A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil 
One interesting, although perhaps controversial, example of the way Addams enacts 
synthesis through relationship between reader and subject matter occurs in her book, A New 
Conscience and an Ancient Evil, which tackles the issues of prostitution and sex as they affect 
young women who live in larger cities. Addams published her book in 1912, in the midst of what 
is commonly known as the “Great White Slavery Scare” of the early twentieth century. As 
urbanization brought larger numbers of people together, fears over venereal disease and the “sin” 
of premarital or extra-marital sex began to grow, and many Americans blamed immigrants for 
the rise in prostitution and ensuing infections.22 In November, 1909, George Kibbe Turner 
published an article in McClure’s Magazine entitled “The Daughters of the Poor,” which 
exposed the seedy underground world of prostitution rings in New York. In it, Turner accused 
Russian Jews, acting together with corrupt politicians, as the main perpetrators of human 
trafficking.23 His article was intended to put Tammany Hall politics under scrutiny, but it set off 
a national panic about white slavery. Tracts such as The Story of Lena Murphy the White Slave, 
by Samuel Paynter Wilson, Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls, by Edwin W. Sims, and The 
Great War on White Slavery, by Clifford G. Roe, helped fan the flames by providing detailed 
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and often lurid accounts of trafficking.24 A number of pamphlets and articles concerning white 
slavery focused on the young, American-born victims, in order to gain readers’ sympathy. The 
Mann Act of 1910 attempted to address these fears, by criminalizing human trafficking. 
However, the prejudice against immigrants as both perpetrators and prostitutes remained. 
In A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, Addams puts much of her focus on dispelling 
the notion that prostitutes are shameless criminals who choose their profession and thus deserve 
whatever they get. The book has been criticized in more recent years, particularly by Janet Beer 
and Kathryn Joslin’s 1999 article, “Diseases of the Body Politic.” Beer and Joslin critique what 
they see as Addams’ insistent portrayal of young, white European immigrant women as naïve 
and innocent “angels of the slum” who are desperately in need of maternalistic care from 
wealthy, educated upper-class women such as Addams and her colleagues. 25  
Beer and Joslin utilize support from writers Walter Lippman and Allen Davis to 
characterize Addams’ book as “hysterical,” and further speculate that she wrote the book largely 
as a way to deal with her own mixed feelings about sexuality.26 They argue that the stories 
Addams tells of white women debased by “dark” and “swarthy” Jews or Italians “heighten a plot 
meant to arouse the reader, who gets to peek at the life of sexual excess and vicariously 
experience the rape of innocence.”27 Beer and Joslin contend that while Addams recognizes that 
working women are besieged by a series of social and economic pressures that threaten to boil 
over, she backs away from recommending truly “radical social change” such as higher wages or 
social advancement through training, advocating instead that the settlements and schools protect 
them until they are ready to marry.28 Addams sees the problem that working women face but 
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fails to suggest solutions that will enable them to transcend their economic and social conditions 
on their own.29 
 Beer and Joslin’s critique of Addams assumes an expectation that as an advocate for 
working-class women, she would naturally take a more radical position for her time. However, 
there are numerous problems with such an assumption. First of all, Beer and Joslin fall into the 
trap of anachronism; Addams was a product of her time, as well as a product of her class, both of 
which affected her attitude and approach toward social change. Nor was she alone in the 
constraints of her social position; her contemporary and a pioneer of feminism, Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman (1860-1935), also comes under attack in Beer and Joslin’s article for similar reasons. 
While more radical attitudes and approaches toward the problem of prostitution certainly existed 
in the early twentieth century, such attitudes were decidedly not the norm and would not have 
been readily accepted by the audience of upper-class men and women for whom Addams 
wrote.30  And in fact, for her time Addams was remarkably forward-thinking in terms of her 
subject matter, providing narrative space for women of all kinds of nationalities, creeds, and 
colors.  
More importantly, I believe that Beer and Joslin fail to fully understand the nature of 
Addams’ book, which, like many of her other works, is focused on educating readers about a 
social or political problem through a sympathetic lens. Addams looks at industrial society 
through the lens of prostitution in order to jar readers into thinking about how industry affects the 
people at the very bottom of the labor chain. At the same time, she educates them as to how and 
why women enter the profession in a manner that will engage their emotion and sympathy. 
Unlike other sensationalized accounts of prostitution from the early twentieth century, Addams 
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does not engage in hysterical retellings or obviously fictionalized accounts. Instead, she 
personalizes the issue through narrative, allowing the women to tell their own stories, while 
bringing these stories into a larger societal context by connecting them to real social and 
economic issues. By humanizing the problem of prostitution, Addams performs a truly radical 
operation in laying the groundwork for her audience of upper-class, highly educated American 
citizens to develop a relationship with these women, which will hopefully lead them to 
understand industrial society in a new way and incite them to social action on behalf of the 
people involved within it. 
Is it possible to consider this book an exercise in relationship-building? Is it possible to 
form a relationship with people we do not know through the medium of print? If so, what kind of 
relationship is it? It certainly cannot have the same impact as the educational relationship that 
develops over time with people we can interact with in the real world. A book cannot respond to 
its reader the way that a person can respond to another person; the give-and-take of interaction, 
the spontaneity and fluidity that I have argued is an essential part of the educational relationship, 
is impossible here. Moreover, even if we conceive that it is possible for a reader to have a 
relationship with someone they read about in a book, in the manner that people might have a 
“relationship” with a character in a beloved novel, the connection will be necessarily one-sided. 
We can love a character in a novel, for instance, but we cannot communicate with that character. 
And if we are talking about real people, we are especially in danger of believing ourselves to 
“know” someone when we do not actually know them. This seems particularly risky, as it takes 
the agency away from the person as a living, breathing human being. Their character becomes 
solidified in the book, even as outside of the book they continue to change. We can see this 
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phenomenon when people who are part of a popular story in the media become either cause 
célèbres or villains. Their whole selves are reduced in the public eye to a single instance, when in 
fact who they actually are is much more complex and nuanced. 
Addams, then, needs to walk a fine line here in order to not fall prey to the problems that 
I have just listed. Her goal is to get as close as possible to the kind of things that are realized in 
an educational relationship, within the limitations of a book. She does this by using narratives 
and first-person accounts when she can. Addams does not spend too long on any one person’s 
narrative, instead weaving a tapestry of similar narratives and stories from a multitude of women 
to create something that is almost like a composite character, yet with separate voices. The 
readers get a sense of these women’s lives without having any one woman be the spokesperson. 
Addams also chooses her steps deliberately as she moves through her arguments, almost as if she 
is anticipating the possible perplexities that her audience might feel and then helping them 
through those emotions. The pace of the book also helps here, as she does not jump from subject 
to subject, but wends her way slowly, one step at a time. Each move seems calculated to bring 
her readers with her in a sense of sympathy and agreement. I believe that what Addams hopes to 
achieve in the end is something akin to an educational relationship, where her audience is able to 
open their minds to a more sympathetic understanding of prostitution, in order to push them 
toward a stance where they will want to affect change. 
Addams begins A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil by comparing the notion of sex-
trafficking and prostitution with slavery, describing it as a “twin of slavery, as old and 
outrageous as slavery itself and even more persistent.”31 This comparison, and her subsequent 
long description of the history of slave reform, serve to connect the sex trade to the injustice of 
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slavery, as well as to remind the reader of the multiple aspects that went into slavery reform. 
Addams utilizes the history of slavery and its reform as a voice of authority here. The analogy 
also serves to subtly change the notion of prostitution from something a woman might freely 
choose as a profession to a situation much more akin to slavery, wherein a woman really does 
not make the choice herself. Already, Addams is setting up a space in which the reader can be 
more sympathetically oriented towards the prostitutes. 
For her first use of narrative, Addams recounts a well-publicized story of a young French 
girl who was enticed to join a “theatrical troupe” bound for the United States, which turned out 
to be a Chicago prostitution ring. The story contains many details sure to make any reader 
sympathetic to the young girl’s trouble: multiple beatings and additional labor; forced 
incarceration; and the manipulation of so-called “debt” for her trip, clothing, lodging, and food, 
by which her captors always kept her at their mercy.32 In addition, the fact that the girl testified 
against the men who forced her into prostitution puts her in a favorable light. Addams ends her 
description with a bittersweet finale; although the girl married and gained protection from her 
life of prostitution, her experience so “warped and weakened her will”33 that she continued to 
prostitute herself periodically so that she could send money to her parents. Addams writes,  
It is as if the shameful experiences to which this little convent-bred Breton girl was 
forcibly subjected, had finally become registered in every fibre of her being until the 
forced demoralization has become genuine. She is as powerless now to save herself from 
her subjective temptations as she was helpless five years ago to save herself from her 
captors.34 
 Addams begins with this story for two reasons. First, the story at the time of publication 
was well-publicized, which meant that most readers would already be familiar with the details; in 
this case, the “shared knowledge” of the known story acts as a voice of authority. In addition, the 
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readers’ existing knowledge of the story would help them identify with the girl’s plight. Second, 
the fact that the girl in question was young and, as Addams puts it, “convent-bred,”35 plus the 
fact that she was actually kidnapped and forced into prostitution against her will, puts her in the 
most favorable position for sympathy from the readers. An innocent young victim at the hands of 
her captors, she becomes easy to identify with, especially if the reader is a young woman herself. 
For other older readers, the girl could easily be their daughter or sister. The girl’s youth and 
innocence make her attractive and worthy of pardon to even the most jaded audience.36  
 This could easily turn into a morality fable of a corrupted young innocent who is saved 
through marriage and is thus returned in some form to the moral high ground. But Addams 
makes a point to end the story not with the happy marriage, but with the sad fact that even 
marriage to a good man who aimed to rescue the girl from prostitution could not ultimately save 
her; that the damage the girl suffered from her experience had changed her irrevocably and that 
she continued to sell her body for money. Addams, I believe, does this deliberately in order to 
lay the groundwork for a more sympathetic response toward prostitutes in general. By starting 
with a completely innocent victim of the prostitution trade, Addams puts the reader into a 
position where the girl’s continuation of prostitution will not be immediately condemned as it 
would be had she chosen to enter the profession. Instead, it challenges readers to consider the 
reasons why someone who was forced into prostitution would continue the practice even after 
being rescued from it. 
The answer lies in the demoralizing act of prostitution itself, which, Addams writes, is 
most valuable to the white slave trader, for when a girl has become thoroughly 
accustomed to the life and testifies that she is in it of her own free will, she puts herself 
beyond the protection of the law. She belongs to a legally degraded class, without redress 
in courts of justice for personal outrages.37 
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A girl or young woman who is not rescued from prostitution in time is left without legal redress 
or police protection. Moreover, Addams argues, she is trapped in a society that has been trained 
to view her as degenerate. It does not matter, then, whether a woman is illegally forced into 
prostitution or chooses the profession; in the eyes of society, once she has become a prostitute 
she automatically loses her moral worth. This societal judgment becomes a tool of the white 
slave traders to convince their prey that once they have entered the profession, nobody will 
defend their honor: “The very revolt of society against such girls is used by their owners as a 
protection to the business.”38 Addams thus places the moral blame of prostitution not on the 
hapless girl who has been thrust into it, but upon the procurers and pimps, as well as on societal 
judgments and cultural mores that actually enable the pimps to do their work more easily. 
 Addams then makes a connection between the innocent girl kidnapped from her own 
country and the many immigrant girls who enter into the United States. 
It is obvious that a foreign girl who speaks no English, who has not the remotest idea in 
what part of the city her fellow-countrymen live, who does not know the police station or 
any agency to which she may apply, is almost as valuable to a white slave trafficker as a 
girl imported directly for the trade.39 
Here Addams is transitioning from an easy case to more morally ambiguous areas of prostitution 
in immigrant or working-class communities to women who might be seen to have made a 
conscious choice to sell themselves. Addams first outlines the multiple ways an immigrant girl 
might be brought into prostitution that most closely resemble kidnapping into white slavery. 
Such instances include immigrant girls being waylaid between their arrival at Ellis Island and 
their final destination with family, exploitation by a fiancé or boyfriend, or manipulation by an 
older authoritative figure who has put him or herself in a position of trust.40  
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Addams highlights the innocence of these young girls, but their naiveté has as much to do 
with their recent entry into the United States as with their youth; their lack of knowledge of 
either national or local customs or laws puts them at a disadvantage. Addams points out that even 
American-born women can be misled in similar ways if they are new to a city, citing a story of a 
Milwaukee girl who was brought to a Chicago police station by an older woman claiming to be a 
friend of the girl’s new fiancé, ostensibly so she could register her boarding-house address, as the 
girl had been told was the local law. In fact, the “fiancé” and his friend were both agents for a 
prostitution ring, and the girl had been taken to register her intent to live and work at the 
brothel.41 The comparison Addams makes between these manipulative tactics and foreign 
kidnapping are meant to equate the two; both are used to lure young women into a life they 
would not have chosen for themselves. The immigrant girl who is misled by a “fiancé” is just as 
much a victim as if she had been forcibly taken to a brothel. 
Next Addams investigates an even more morally ambiguous topic, the reasons a woman 
might voluntarily become a prostitute. Whereas the cases of kidnapping or coercion are more 
likely to elicit sympathy from the reader, it might be harder for Addams’ audience to find 
sympathy for someone who chooses prostitution as a way of life. But even here, Addams makes 
plain that the prostitute is still a victim, only this time her hand is forced not by another person, 
but by the economic and social pressures of the industrial labor system. The labor system, in a 
sense, is subtly put in the same position as the sex-trade procurers and madams as another cause 
of prostitution. 
The main issues with the industrial labor system, Addams argues, are the economic and 
social ills it foments. As young women are employed in greater and greater numbers, Addams 
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argues that the “inner restraint and [moral] training” that traditionally kept them on a moral path 
may not be enough to ameliorate the way industrial work isolates girls from their peers and 
family and forces them to work long, monotonous and exhausting hours for little pay.42 As 
Addams describes it, most of the industrial jobs that working-class and immigrant women can 
get are low paying jobs in factories. Other urban jobs available to women, such as department 
store clerk or waitress, provide similar low wages. As many of the young women are working to 
support themselves or their families, either in assistance or as the sole provider, this absence of a 
living wage proves dangerous. Addams notes the desperation felt by some of these women, who 
turn to prostitution because they cannot support a child, or an elderly mother, or a sick sibling 
with their meager wages and are only able to leave prostitution when their economic situation 
changes.43  
Other young women are driven to prostitution because they cannot make enough to meet 
their own basic personal needs such as rent, food, or clothing. Addams highlights the story of 
one girl who was unable to save enough money to replace her one pair of shoes: “When the 
shoes became too worn to endure a third soling and she possessed but ninety cents toward a new 
pair, she gave up her struggle; to use her own contemptuous phrase, she ‘sold out for a pair of 
shoes.’”44 The girls’ own words speak to her combined resignation and disgust at having taken 
the “low road.” Her self-awareness at her situation is important here, for her words illustrate that 
she did not enter into prostitution lightly. She is ashamed of her situation even as she sees no 
way out of it. Addams does not note this girl’s shame to exploit her or sensationalize her story, 
but to remind the reader that the prostitute is first and foremost a human who still has a moral 
center and thus still has moral worth.45 
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Addams points out that even young women who are not in such dire economic straits are 
often brought to prostitution by the contrast between the low wages they earn and the higher 
“standard of living which they are endeavoring to maintain.”46 Again, here Addams is moving 
from an easier argument for sympathy to a much more difficult one; while it is easy to feel for 
someone who has been forced into prostitution through extreme poverty, the notion that a girl 
might feel “forced” into prostitution merely because she does not have nice things is much more 
likely to bring judgment. Indeed, Addams acknowledges this plainly: 
Although economic pressure as a reason for entering an illicit life has thus been brought 
out in court by the evidence in a surprising number of cases, there is no doubt that it is 
often exaggerated; a girl always prefers to think that economic pressure is the reason for 
her downfall, even when the immediate causes have been her love of pleasure, her desire 
for finery, or the influence of evil companions. It is easy for her, as for all of us, to be 
deceived as to her real motives. In addition to this the wretched girl who has entered upon 
an illicit life finds the experience so terrible that, day by day, she endeavors to justify 
herself with the excuse that the money she earns is needed for the support of someone 
[sic] dependent upon her, thus following habits established by generations of virtuous 
women who cared for feeble folk.47 
Yet even here, Addams makes inroads into sympathy for these girls, who are, at their 
core, simply young people imbued with eagerness for new experiences and a desire to become 
adults. While in the past, girls of this age would have been tied to domestic life at home, the 
changes in family structure wrought by the Industrial Age makes it both possible and even 
necessary that they now work outside the home where they are no longer under the watchful eye 
of family. The ability to work outside of the home is both a blessing and a curse, for while it 
allows the girls access to wages that they would otherwise never obtain and gives them a 
measure of independence, that sense of self-sufficiency is belied by the absence of a truly living 
wage. It also isolates them from their families, either physically or mentally, or both. Addams 
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posits: “That loneliness and detachment which the city tends to breed in its inhabitants is easily 
intensified in such a girl into isolation and a desolating feeling of belonging nowhere.”48 
Addams suggests that the American working-class girl is perhaps more vulnerable in this 
particular situation, for she “has grown up in the belief that the world is hers from which to 
choose, that there is ordinarily no limit to her ambition or to her definition of success.”49 The 
Industrial Age gives the illusion of opportunity because of the plethora of jobs available; the ease 
with which a young person can obtain employment combines with the American dream of 
working one’s way up to a higher position to create a sense that every young person can 
eventually become rich, which is of course not the case. In addition, industry creates jobs that are 
necessarily concentrated in the cities rather than in the country or small towns. Thus, the young 
American girls who move to the city are often on their own, unlike immigrant girls, who usually 
move to cities with their families.  
Moreover, while immigrant girls usually end up in factories with peers and older 
individuals with similar cultural and moral values, many American girls are hired to work as 
department store clerks. These positions, Addams argues, do not afford the same sense of close 
camaraderie, as while “no visitor is received in a factory or office unless he has definite business 
there… every purchaser is welcome at a department store.”50 Alone and vulnerable, these girls 
are more susceptible to the pressures of vanity and the illusion of appearance as substance. The 
girl working in a department store, for instance, “sees only one aspect of her countrywomen who 
come shopping, and she may well believe that the chief concern of life is fashionable clothing. 
Her interest and ambition almost inevitably become thoroughly worldly,” giving her the 
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mistaken impression that such trappings are the mark of a successful life, which makes it easier 
for her to fall prey to the lure of easy money that prostitution promises.51  
Yet striving for nicer clothing or for a movie or theater ticket, Addams argues, is not 
mere frivolity but an expression of the yearning for a better life, for new experiences and for 
respite from the often exhausting, unrelenting pace of work and the frustration a young working-
class woman feels. This statement is echoed in Twenty Years at Hull House when Addams 
describes how “one’s heart aches for these young people caught by the outside glitter of city 
gayety, who make such a feverish attempt to snatch it for themselves” that they spend their 
money on hair ribbons or paste jewels or rent a parlor in which to entertain gentlemen callers in a 
nicer fashion than they have at home.52  
While older, more established readers might otherwise see a waste of good money, 
Addams reminds us that such seemingly frivolous behavior comes from a deep human desire for 
something greater. Desire, she says, is not a moral failure but a natural part of us, and it is 
especially strong in the young, who are not yet fully formed and are still trying on adult roles, 
even as they perform adult tasks in factories or shops. It is thus not the desire that is at fault but 
the way in which it is enacted and the consequences that may lie with those actions. Again, 
Addams maintains that the ultimate fault here lies not with the young girls, but with industrial 
society, which does not provide adequate economic or social support. If there are no appropriate 
outlets afforded  for love or fun or even a mere break from drudgery, which might include the 
purchase of an occasional new dress or hair ribbon, then young people are forced to make their 
own as best they can with sometimes disastrous results. Addams’ sympathy toward these girls 
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mirrors her 1909 book, The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, in which she criticizes “the adult 
population” for the lack of attention toward the needs of the young, believing  
that youth could thus early become absorbed in a hand to mouth existence, and so 
entangled in materialism that there would be no reaction against it…It as though we were 
deaf to the appeal of these young creatures, claiming their share of the joy of life, flinging 
out into the dingy city their desires and aspirations after unknown realities, their 
unutterable longings for companionship and pleasure. Their very demand for excitement 
is a protest against the dulness [sic] of life, to which we ourselves instinctively respond.53 
As Addams sees it, it is not only the lack of funds but the unrelenting pace of industry 
that allows for little time or energy to devote to social pursuits, which might otherwise mitigate 
some of the isolation and loneliness that young working-class women feel. Overwork leads to 
extreme fatigue, hysteria, aching bodies and aching minds. It leads to accidents that can put a 
person out of work indefinitely or even permanently, or mental illness.54 Just as overwork can 
cause these physical and mental ailments, Addams argues that it can cause girls to suffer “moral 
breakdowns” as well: “’I was too tired to care,’ ‘I was too tired to know what I was doing,’ ‘I 
was dead tired and sick of it all,’ ‘I was dog tired and just went with him,’ are phrases taken from 
the lips of reckless girls, who are endeavoring to explain the situation in which they find 
themselves.”55 Addams thus likens sexual indiscretion to other work-related hazards of industry, 
which suggests that it is a product not of amorality but of overwork, which can be ameliorated 
through legislation toward higher wages and shorter hours. 
Even domestic service, usually seen as a safer alternative to working in factories or 
stores, is not immune from the dangers of isolation and loneliness that can cause sexual 
indiscretions and bring trouble to a girl. Addams points out that while working in a factory or at 
a department store offers a young girl some peer interaction and opportunity to make friends, 
working as a domestic in a house does not. Domestic workers also have fewer prospects for 
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marriage, as it is harder to meet young men and almost impossible to entertain them properly. 
The mistress of the house often understands and provides for the social needs of her own 
daughters while ignoring the same needs for the young domestic who also lives under her roof 
and has the same dreams of marriage and family.56 Addams argues that the situation of domestic 
workers is especially fraught for African American girls. These girls are usually offered no other 
form of employment and are hired mostly by brothels or cheap hotels, where they exist mostly in 
isolation, are easily mistreated, and seldom believed if they protest.57 And should a domestic 
become pregnant, she is summarily dismissed by her mistress and left to her own devices. Such 
scenarios, Addams writes, demoralize a young girl enough that she will enter into the only place 
that will take her in – the brothel.58 
Addams delineates these various ways in which a girl might end up a prostitute – from 
outright bodily kidnapping or extortion, poverty, pregnancy, loneliness or exhaustion, to the 
simple desire for pleasure or the finer things in life – as problems caused not by individual moral 
failure, but by the moral failings of industrial society. Ultimately, she argues, the economic and 
social pressures inherent in industrial society result in a breakdown of financial, mental, and 
emotional stability, all of which weaken a young girl’s resolve and make her vulnerable to the 
promise of “easy” money offered by prostitution.  
Of course a girl in such a strait does not go out deliberately to find illicit methods of 
earning money, she simply yields in a moment of utter weariness and discouragement to 
the temptations she has been able to withstand up to that moment. The long hours, the 
lack of comforts, the low pay, the absence of recreation, the sense of ‘good times’ all 
about her which she cannot share, the conviction that she is rapidly losing health and 
charm, rouse the molten forces within her. A swelling tide of self-pity suddenly storms 
the banks which have hitherto held her and finally overcomes her instincts for decency 
and righteousness, as well as the habit of clean living, established by generations of her 
forebears.59 
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The pedagogical moves that Addams makes throughout this book are designed to lead the 
reader from an easier sympathetic position to a much more difficult one. Beginning with the 
authoritative voice of history, making a connection between the historical slave trade and the 
prostitution trade, and starting with more easily relatable narratives and building toward less 
sympathetic narratives, are specific steps that she uses to build not only her argument, but also 
the relationship the reader has with the subject matter. Shared knowledge and sympathy serve as 
a scaffold for newer knowledge and allow for sympathy that would probably not otherwise be 
possible. 
Throughout her book, Addams writes with compassion toward girls who are, at their 
core, merely human and therefore fraught with frailty. She lays out an educational path that is 
designed to help the reader feel sympathy for them as the stories continually underscore their 
humanity. This sympathy, in turn, makes it possible for her to suggest social reforms such as 
changing deportation policies for immigrants who are charged with criminal offenses or poverty, 
a suggestion that most readers of her day would most likely have found abhorrent were it not for 
the preceding sympathetic explanation of the situation.60 Addams also charges the political 
system with corruption, arguing that the police force is thwarted in its ability to protect girls from 
prostitution due to severe graft and payoffs by businessmen who are in league with powerful 
local politicians.61 The fault, Addams states clearly, lies with a broken social code that allows the 
public to treat prostitution as a problem of individual morality, rather than a problem that has 
numerous societal, economic, and political influences. In recounting a trial concerning a girl who 
was led into prostitution, Addams writes, 
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The one impression which the trial left upon our minds was that all the men concerned in 
the prosecution felt a keen sense of outrage against the method employed to secure the 
girl, but took for granted that the life she was about to lead was in the established order of 
things, if she had chosen it voluntarily. In other words, if the efforts of the agent had gone 
far enough to involve her moral nature, the girl, who although unsophisticated, was 
twenty-one years old, could have remained, quite unchallenged, in the hideous life.62 
This attitude – that the woman is ultimately responsible for her position as a prostitute – 
is one that Addams continually tries to overturn throughout her book. By outlining the various 
external forces pressing on poor, working-class, and immigrant women, Addams reminds the 
reader over and over that these social and economic pressures are real and need to be examined if 
society is to have any hope of ending prostitution. She thus draws further attention to the 
problems inherent within the early industrial era, while focusing them on a particularly emotional 
subject. The solutions that she proposes in the latter chapters of the book – more comprehensive 
education of young people, including sex education; publicizing prostitution’s role in 
transmission of sexual diseases; the regulation of alcohol consumption; greater women’s rights, 
including the right to vote; and even promotion of Socialism – are much more palatable and even 
plausible for the reader after such a comprehensive and compassionate portrayal of prostitution’s 
effect on young immigrant, working-class girls. 
This is a key element in Addams’ approach toward education through a text: to examine a 
large, unwieldy and often abstract or even unpopular concept from various smaller, more 
personal lenses, in order to better understand and educate others as to the impact these social 
forces have, and to persuade audiences toward a more personal investment in working toward 
solutions. By weaving personal narratives into discussions about the larger issues at hand, 
Addams moves her readers towards more openness to the social issues that directly affect others 
who are not like them. She provides a space in which readers can learn to care about people 
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whose situations are quite different from their own and can then come to a better understanding 
of why some social forces are detrimental to the lives of certain groups. This kind of sympathetic 
understanding is crucial for social change, because it accesses emotion and passion about a 
cause. A presentation of facts may produce understanding, but it does not necessarily engender 
change. Only when emotion and compassion are aroused through sympathetic understanding 
does the necessary impetus for action occur. Addams writes, 
However ancient a wrong may be, in each generation it must become newly embodified 
in living people and the social custom into which it has hardened through the years, must 
be continued in individual lives. Unless the contemporaries of such unhappy individuals 
are touched to tenderness or stirred to indignation by the actual embodiments of the old 
wrong in their own generation, effective action cannot be secured.63 
It is certainly possible to be motivated into action by one’s emotional reaction to the printed 
word, and the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries were full of newspaper articles, 
essays, and books written about the slums that were designed to arouse the emotions and outrage 
of the upper-class citizens of the day. But I think that Addams is making a different point with 
this statement, albeit subtly. She writes that what affects people are the “embodiments of the old 
wrongs in their own generation.” Etymologically, the word “embodiment” is interesting, and I 
think it helps to understand the kind of education that Addams enacts in her work. 
 “Embodiment” can be taken as the concretization of an abstract idea or notion. That is, in 
part, what Addams does here; she concretizes the notion of “prostitution.” “Embodiment” comes 
from the word “embody” which originally meant the physical form of a soul. To embody is to 
make the spirit corporeal, or human. This is also what Addams is doing. Through her stories 
about the different women affected by prostitution, Addams reminds her readers that these 
women are human, making it harder for her readers to objectify them as prostitutes.  
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I see Addams saying here that the impetus for real social action lies in the ability for 
people to see others not as mere roles, but as human beings with the same hopes and fears they 
have. The ability to see others as human helps to dissolve barriers of class or culture that separate 
us. It becomes difficult to relegate them to a mere role: “immigrant,” “poor,” “prostitute.” That is 
when real social change can occur, not just in fixing the political, economic, or governmental 
systems, but in seeing each other as humans, and relating to their stories. Without this kind of 
understanding, our attempts to solve the problem through governmental regulation and 
elimination of corruption, while laudable, are not necessarily enough. We can read an article 
about poor people and become horrified by the conditions in which they live, and this horror can 
inspire us to act in some way toward the betterment of those conditions, perhaps by calling for 
better laws, by voting for politicians who support housing reform, or by donating to programs 
that work with the poor. But that does not necessarily mean that we understand in a more holistic 
sense anything about them. For instance, we can act toward social change on behalf of the poor 
and still cast judgment on those poor people who are addicted to drugs. 
Does it really matter what we think about others, so long as we help them? What does it 
matter that we might secretly shake our heads at “welfare queens,” for instance, so long as we 
continue to vote for politicians who support welfare? I think Addams would argue that it does 
matter. If we continue to think of poor people as other, we do not necessarily have the same 
commitment to them as we do to those we consider to be similar. We may offer up solutions that 
do not adequately or holistically address their problems. We may talk to them rather than 
converse with them. We may let our judgments about those others unconsciously cloud our 
commitment to helping them. Our ideals may be subject to whimsy; an article about a different 
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problem might attract our fancy, and we may abandon the previous issue in favor of the new. 
Without understanding, we are also in danger of thinking of ourselves as special exceptions to 
the opportunities or rights that should be shared by everyone. A true commitment to social 
change comes from understanding others sympathetically as fellow humans. We come to 
understand each other through the connections we can make with them. Simply learning about 
the situations that affect our fellow humans is not enough; we must learn about them, from them.  
In this chapter, I have discussed Addams’ attempts to engender an experiential 
relationship with others through the medium of text. Both this and the previous chapter have 
been focused on the nature of educational relationships as they develop in experiences, uncover 
perplexities, and allow transformation to take place. The next chapter focuses on the knowledge 
that arises from these relationships. The nature of this knowledge reflects the social nature of the 
experiences that are encountered within the educational relationship. What is formed, then, is 
social knowledge. 
   






It is frequently stated that the most pressing problem of modern life is that of a 
reconstruction and a reorganization of the knowledge which we possess; that we are at 
last struggling to realize in terms of life all that has been discovered and absorbed, to 
make it over into healthy and direct expressions of free living.1 
In her writing, Jane Addams places high value on knowledge. She consistently argues 
throughout her writing that it is essential for life in general, and, in particular, for life in a social 
democracy. Addams’ books focus on understanding as a key component of progress. She utilizes 
narratives from marginalized groups in order to engage readers with their standpoints and 
engender new knowledge. Her commitment to knowledge is demonstrated not only in her essays 
about Hull House, but in the wide variety of educationally rich programs, clubs, and classes that 
were offered there, as well as in the various political and social campaigns endeavored by Hull 
House on behalf of those in need.  
Addams’s body of work reveals a commitment to knowledge as a vital part of the social 
process. I think that it is fair to say that Addams has a conception of knowledge as social 
knowledge. Although she never expressly uses the term “social knowledge,” her ideas about 
knowledge are intimately intertwined with her ideas about the social throughout her writing. Her 
appeals for sympathy and understanding for others, and her focus on mutual relationships are all 
directed toward gaining knowledge that has a social function. For Addams, knowledge should 
serve to bring people together. It should be used to create more intimate connections with others 
and with their situations in the service of social action. It is knowledge that is gained in the 
   
179 
 
process of living together in community, to be used toward strengthening that community. It is 
knowledge that is social in every way, in every form. 
Section 6.1: The Social Application of Knowledge 
Addams does not prioritize theory, nor does she consider knowledge to exist separately 
from the people who use it. Rather, she suggests that it is in the utilization, or application, of 
knowledge that we can best appreciate its social side. In her article, “A Function of the Social 
Settlement,” Addams utilizes Dewey and James to situate her claim that “the dominating interest 
in knowledge has become its use, the conditions under which, and ways in which it may be most 
effectively employed in human conduct.”2 
Addams characterizes the settlement as a group which is concerned with “the express 
purpose of effective application” of knowledge.3 She then compares the purpose of the 
settlement with the purpose of the college and the research institution, noting that all three have 
very different attitudes toward knowledge. The college is concerned with “handling and 
disseminating knowledge;” the research institution is concerned with “research and the extension 
of the bounds of knowledge;” and the settlement, in counterpart, is concerned with “the purpose 
of the application of knowledge to life.”4 Addams’s use of the words “handle” and “disseminate” 
characterizes the college’s concept of knowledge as a passive object. It can be given to a student, 
for instance, or manipulated. Her use of the phrase “the bounds of knowledge” characterizes the 
research institution’s concept of knowledge as a circumscribed entity, capable of being increased 
or not, as the case may be.  
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The word “application,” then, is an interesting choice.5 Application, as Addams is using it 
here, broadly means the act of putting something to use. It connotes effort or action. It is true that 
handling and disseminating knowledge can also be seen as action, as can extending knowledge. 
But she deliberately says that the settlement is concerned not just with the application of 
knowledge, but with “the application of knowledge to life.” The settlement is the only one of the 
three that is utilizing knowledge for something, rather than for its own sake. The relationship of 
the settlement to knowledge lies in its purposeful use toward the process of living. 
Addams goes further to claim: 
The ideal and developed settlement would attempt to test the value of human knowledge 
by action, and realization, quite as the complete and ideal university would concern itself 
with the discovery of knowledge in all branches. The settlement stands for application as 
opposed to research; for emotion as opposed to abstraction, for universal interest as 
opposed to specialization.6 
The settlement, Addams is arguing, is not so much concerned with what knowledge is out there, 
but what it can do for us as people. Again, she contrasts the settlement to the university in its 
intent. These contrasts lay out some key elements to her concept of social knowledge. The 
university sees knowledge as an object, or perhaps as an objective. It is concerned with seeking 
knowledge, with discovering it, handling it, disseminating it to learners. It considers knowledge 
to be abstract or theoretical; that is, of a purely intellectual nature, outside of the concrete. The 
university sees knowledge as something that can be separated into parts that are distinct from 
each other, sometimes even disconnected from each other, for the purpose of better studying 
each part.  
In contrast, the settlement sees knowledge as something that can and should be used. The 
worth of knowledge within in the confines of the settlement lies in how well it can be utilized in 
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living, where living is understood as living together in ways that work toward improving life for 
all. Addams writes: “There is no doubt that the deed often reveals when the idea does not, just as 
art makes us understand and feel what might be incomprehensible and inexpressible in the form 
of an argument.”7 Here, she is claiming that both the deed and the art can express an idea in a 
much more accessible form than the intellect can. The painting and the action are tangible in a 
way that the intellectual argument of the idea is not. The product can be experienced much more 
readily, and by a much wider audience, than the argument.  
 The settlement considers knowledge to have a universal aspect; that is, it should be able 
to be utilized by everyone, not just a few people. The more use it has for different situations and 
different people, the more it is worth. This notion of the universal is supported by Addams’ later 
claim in “A Function of the Social Settlement” that the settlement is concerned with “the 
enthusiasm and advantage of collective living,” committed to sharing knowledge, and making 
“experience continuous beyond the individual.”8  
Finally, the settlement considers knowledge to have an emotional aspect. I think Addams 
uses the word “emotion” to mean a couple of things here. First of all, emotions specifically arise 
from people and therefore cannot be abstracted. They cannot exist outside of the human beings 
who feel them. They are made by people. If knowledge has an emotional aspect to it, then it 
cannot exist outside of us; it cannot be poured into us. Moreover, we are not empty vessels 
waiting to be filled with it. We are the creators of our knowledge. Addams’ claim of emotion-
based knowledge specifically refutes the university’s notion that knowledge exists as a separate 
entity to be introduced into its students.  
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Secondly, using the word “emotion” emphasizes the importance of emotion in the 
process of knowing. Addams sees emotional arousal as a vital part in the detection of a 
perplexity, for instance, and as an impetus for action. In A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, 
she defines emotion as a “resource” for social change.9 The arousal of our emotions indicates 
that there is a pressing problem to be addressed and compels us to address it. Addams writes, 
“quite as a state of emotion is invariably the organic preparation for action, so it is certainly true 
that no profound spiritual transformation can take place without it.”10 Emotion is thus crucial to 
the transformative aspect of social knowledge, as it is the catalyst for social change. Emotions, 
she argues, drive us toward our actions. This is similar to Dewey’s concept of interest, which he 
argues differentiates the spectator from the participant. Dewey writes, “The former is indifferent 
to what is going on; one result is just as good as another, since each is just something to look at. 
The latter is bound up with what is going on; its outcome makes a difference to him. His fortunes 
are more or less at stake in the issue of events.”11 For Addams, emotion is what ties us to others; 
when we are in the process of feeling, we have an emotional stake in what goes on. If we are in a 
state of non-feeling, no impetus for transformation exists.  
The activity of the settlement is the expression of social knowledge. It is, Addams writes, 
“an attempt to express the meaning of life in terms of life itself.”12 As such, “the settlement 
brings to its aid all possible methods to reveal and make common its conception of life. All those 
arts and devices which express kindly relation from man to man, from charitable effort to the 
most specialized social intercourse, are constantly tried.”13 This places social knowledge as the 
impetus for the experimental nature of the settlement. Again, here “experimental” has two 
meanings that are both important in regards to the settlement. Experimental can mean 
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investigative if we think of it like a scientific experiment, in which you move through a series of 
steps that are designed to test out a hypothesis and thus learn something new. Here, the scientific 
connotations serve as a bit of a check to the notion that Addams and her colleagues were trying 
out random ideas, willy-nilly. The social experiments that were tried at Hull House were 
carefully observed, in order to learn the social consequences of the experiments. When an 
experiment failed, as in the failure of the Hull House restaurant, the residents utilized that 
knowledge to better serve their neighbors in the next attempt. 
But experimental can also mean a new way of thinking or acting, which relates to the 
Hull House programs as well as to what Addams discusses in her article, especially as she 
compares the settlement, as an entity, to an artist. Both the artist and the settlement are engaged 
in attempts to make meaning that can be translated to others. The artist expresses her 
understanding of life through her art, and she hopes that the public will be able to appreciate her 
understanding and draw a connection between it and their own understanding of life. The test of 
success for the artist, Addams writes, is whether or not the viewer sees in the art something that 
the viewer has felt about herself, or about her own understanding of life, yet could not express. 
The art gives her a fuller appreciation of life; it reveals more of life to her. 
In similar fashion, the settlement expresses its understanding of life as having social 
meaning through its activities. The expression of this meaning of life lies partly in the 
settlement’s willingness to try new avenues for knowledge-sharing. Addams argues that the test 
for its success is whether or not “it has made knowledge available which before was abstract, 
when through use, it has made common that knowledge which was partial before, because it 
could only be apprehended by the intellect.”14 This is true – the settlement is really only 
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successful if it can meet its goal of finding ways to connect people with each other and with 
knowledge that has social worth. But the attempt itself to find new ways of expression that are 
more universal is also an expression of the settlement’s meaning of life. Even when individual 
attempts fail, so long as people understand the settlement as a place that is attempting to express 
these meanings and to communicate those meanings to others, that still says something important 
about the settlement. I think this is what Addams means when she writes that the settlement is 
“an attempt to express the meaning of life in terms of life itself.”15 The attempt conveys an 
important meaning as well. It says that people care enough to try, and that social knowledge is 
important enough to keep trying.  
Addams values knowledge for its social usefulness, whether and where it can be applied 
to do the most good for the most people, especially for those who have less. In terms of the 
settlement, social knowledge helps to meet the “objective needs” of immigrant neighbors. Hull 
House clubs, classes, and lectures are all examples of social knowledge, so long as they impart 
something of social value to the immigrants. Even the more academic lectures and classes must 
attempt to meet not only the intellectual needs of the neighbors but also their emotional needs. 
They must resonate with the immigrants if they are to be successful. That is, they must provide 
the immigrant, the worker, and the poor person with something that they find intellectually and 
emotionally engaging, or uplifting, in some manner. Addams argues that academic knowledge 
alone is not sufficient to be meaningful to the members of Hull House; there needs to be some 
connection between immigrant and knowledge if education is to be achieved. 
   
185 
 
One example that perfectly illustrates this is Addams’ account of the necktie workers 
club, which “persistently resented any attempt on the part of their director to improve their 
minds,” arguing that what they wanted after a day of work was recreation: 
One evening I saw the entire club listening to quite a stiff lecture in the Labor Museum 
and to my rather wicked remark to the president [of the club] that I was surprised to see 
her enjoying a lecture, she replied that she did not call this a lecture, she called this 
‘getting next to the stuff you work with all the time.’ It was perhaps the sincerest tribute 
we have ever received as to the success of the undertaking.16 
This is a particularly vivid example of the connection between life and learning. The notion of 
education as “getting next to the stuff you work with all the time” is quite compelling. It suggests 
real intimacy and relationship with subject matter, where learned knowledge and lived 
experience come together, each one making the other more meaningful. 
 Addams’ understanding of knowledge as socially useful has to do in part with how such 
knowledge impacts people both as learners and as teachers. As I discussed in chapter 3, Addams 
argues that the residents of the settlement must assume the attitude of student, or learner. Even as 
they teach classes or lead groups, the residents must be attuned to opportunities where they can 
learn from their neighbors and their experiences at Hull House. Likewise, although neighbors are 
often in the position of learner, they are also expected to inhabit the space of teacher. “Time and 
again, [Addams and her colleagues] encourage adults and children who have participated in a 
workshop or other activity at the house to turn around and become teachers to others.”17 The 
importance Addams places on neighbor-led teaching illustrates her commitment to social 
knowledge as universal. It also harkens back to the notion of reciprocity, as I discussed in 
chapter 4. Addams understands that immigrant knowledge has value that is worthy both of being 
taught and of being learned. Its value, beyond its immediate value as tangibly useful information, 
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lies in the way it broadens our concept of culture and adds to our understanding of American 
society as the product of rich and multilayered sources. In turn, realizing that others value their 
knowledge allows the immigrants to see themselves as having knowledge worth sharing. 
The Labor Museum is a prime example of this. It provided immigrants with a place to 
showcase artifacts of their labor and to demonstrate the skills they had brought with them from 
their birthplaces, which otherwise might be lost in the new industrial age. As well, it gave the 
immigrants an opportunity to show their expertise to others and to become teachers rather than 
students. Addams highlights two particular examples of this in Twenty Years at Hull House. The 
first concerns a group of Russian immigrant women who had come to Hull House and were 
having a dull time until they were brought to the Labor Museum, whereupon they became 
animated at the textile artifacts and spent the rest of the evening teaching the residents about 
spinning and weaving. Addams notes that the women, “from having been stupidly entertained… 
themselves did the entertaining.”18 The second example concerns an Italian immigrant mother 
and her daughter who came to Hull House to attend different classes. The daughter was 
embarrassed by her mother’s Old World appearance, until she saw her mother demonstrating her 
expert spinning to members of the Chicago School of Education. The members were impressed 
by the mother’s skill, which had been honed in the Italian town from which she came, and 
expressed their admiration toward the woman’s daughter. The girl subsequently came to have a 
far greater respect for her mother and pride in her spinning ability.19  
Moments such as these are of the utmost value, because they expanded the immigrants’ 
world outside of the spaces in which they normally inhabited. They also provided invaluable 
opportunities for immigrants to inhabit a space of knowledge authority, where their knowledge 
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and expertise was sought after as socially valuable. For immigrants who were disenfranchised 
due to their age, poverty or newness to the country, the ability to inhabit a space of authority is 
something that would have been almost unheard of in Addams’ time. Addams essentially used 
the Labor Museum to situate immigrant knowledge within an existing space of authority, similar 
to the way she put authoritative narratives in conversation with immigrant narratives in her 
writing. In both cases, those who are culturally powerful lend authority to those with little 
cultural power, so that their voices can be heard as authoritative. Moreover, the idea that people 
in the position of privilege and authority, would desire to learn from people who are decidedly 
unprivileged, would certainly have been radical in Addams’ time, when newcomers to America 
were encouraged and expected to learn about the new country rather than teach about the old 
country. Hull House subverted the dominant paradigm by putting poor immigrants in the position 
of being wanted – even needed – by people of privilege, as teachers of their knowledge. 
Section 6.2: Sympathetic Knowledge and Sympathetic Understanding 
Although Addams does not use the term “social knowledge” in her writing, she does 
briefly use the term “sympathetic knowledge.” Exploring this term will help us to elucidate 
aspects of social knowledge such as its emotional and moral nature, and will better help us to 
understand how the educational relationship affects social knowledge. Addams mentions 
sympathetic knowledge in the introduction to A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, when she 
describes the attention to the problem of prostitution as a “community responsibility:” 
After all, human progress is deeply indebted to a study of imperfections, and the counsels 
of despair, if not full of seasoned wisdom, are at least fertile in suggestion and a desperate 
spur to action. Sympathetic knowledge is the only way of approach to any human 
problem, and the line of least resistance into the jungle of human wretchedness must 
   
188 
 
always be through that region which is most thoroughly explored, not only by the 
information of the statistician, but by sympathetic understanding.20 
Here, Addams makes quite a forceful claim for sympathetic knowledge, not just as an approach 
to human problems but as the only approach. We can have all of the information and data 
possible, but our responses to social issues will only be as good as our sympathies allow. 
In The Social Philosophy of Jane Addams, Maurice Hamington thoroughly explores this 
concept of sympathetic knowledge. He describes sympathetic knowledge as knowledge of others 
that is based not on mere facts or figures but on a deeper level of understanding, a serious 
attempt to “walk in someone else’s shoes” in order to empathize with their situation. In 
attempting to understand others, we open ourselves both cognitively and emotionally to their 
experiences and points of view. These encounters not only challenge our preconceived notions 
but can drastically change the entire way we think about an issue, from a removed, “abstract” 
view, to an emotionally connected, “concrete” knowledge.21 
Hamington switches frequently between the terms “sympathetic understanding,” 
“sympathetic knowledge,” and “social knowledge,” so that it can be difficult to see where the 
similarities and the differences are between the words, especially as they are so closely 
interrelated. All three words are separately useful, however, and as such I want to spend a bit of 
time teasing out the semantics of them in order to shed some light on the terms. 
Hamington uses the term “social knowledge” to describe the sense of “openness to the 
possibility of caring for others and a willingness to act when… new knowledge warrants it.”22 
For Hamington, then, social knowledge is something like a position, or an attitude, towards 
openness. This resonates with Addams’ position on the educational relationship, in which the 
resident opens herself up to experiencing new opinions and beliefs. Hamington goes into greater 
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depth when he expands Addams’ brief mention of sympathetic knowledge, defining it as “an 
inclusive approach to morality that reassesses the relationship between knowledge and ethics.”23 
Hamington argues here that sympathetic knowledge “emphasizes actively knowing other people 
for the purpose of understanding them with some degree of depth.”24 Sympathetic knowledge 
does not comprise a “body” of information that can be assessed. It is instead an approach, a way 
of dealing with something. Notice that Hamington does not use the word “method,” which is also 
a synonym for a way of dealing with something. The word “method,” however, has explicit 
connotations to pedagogy that Addams would have most likely wanted to avoid, for the reasons I 
have addressed in chapter two. In addition, the word “approach” also means “to come near,” a 
connotation that I think Addams specifically makes in her own definition of sympathetic 
knowledge, to highlight the social nature of the word. To approach a human problem is to come 
closer to it in order to better understand it intimately from all sides. As such, the word 
“approach” speaks to the active and the social side of education. 
Hamington’s definition of sympathetic knowledge states that it “emphasizes actively 
knowing other people for the purpose of understanding them.”25 This makes it seem as though he 
views “understanding” as arising out of “knowing,” and thus understanding as the purpose of 
knowing; as the object, or result, of actively knowing other people. It is possible that I am 
reading Hamington’s intent incorrectly, but if I am correct, then I am not sure that Addams sees 
the relationship between sympathetic knowledge and understanding this way. Rather, I believe 
that Addams sees sympathetic knowledge as the result of sympathetic understanding. This might 
be seen as a sort of “chicken or egg” dilemma, but I think it is important to figure out which 
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comes first in Addams’ view for the benefit of better understanding the terms as they relate each 
other and to the social. 
Addams primarily speaks of understanding in terms of relationship – understanding or 
misunderstanding someone’s point of view, for instance. This makes sense if we look at the 
etymology of the word “understand,” which comes from the Old English word, understandan. 
Understandan comes from two words, “under” and “stand,” where “under” means not beneath, 
but between, or among.26 Taken literally, understand means to stand among. The etymology 
underscores the sense of relationship that Addams suggests when she uses the word. To me, this 
especially makes sense within the context of the educational relationship. To know someone is to 
have entered into a relationship with them. But that implies that the relationship has already been 
established, at least to some degree. I can know about someone without really knowing them, but 
I cannot understand about someone and have it mean the same thing. I can understand something 
about them (just as I can know something about them), but if I am talking about the whole 
person then I can only understand them, or partially understand them, or misunderstand them, or 
fail to understand them altogether, but in doing so I am in direct experience with them, in the 
process of relationship-building. This seems to extend even to our most colloquial of statements 
about knowing and understanding: the phrase “I know what you said” has a different flavor than 
“I understand what you said.” Similarly, “I am trying to know you” seems different than “I am 
trying to understand you.” The former phrase suggests that I am trying to have a complete 
understanding of someone, while the latter suggests that I am trying to comprehend what they are 
attempting to communicate to me, which could later result in a more complete comprehension, or 
not.  
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I see Addams using the word “understanding” deliberately in moments where experience, 
communication, and relationship are in play. The charity visitor and the immigrant in Democracy 
and Social Ethics is an excellent example of this. Addams writes that the charity worker and the 
immigrant constantly misunderstand each other’s motives, which leads to the “moral 
deterioration” of the situation.27 Addams also writes of the “misunderstandings” that occur 
between parent and child, which affect their relationship. In A New Conscience and an Ancient 
Evil, Addams warns that the “lack of sympathy and understanding” on the part of parents as to 
the tenuous employment situations of their daughters can make a girl feel afraid to admit to her 
parents that she lost her job.28 In The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, Addams worries that 
the difficulty the older generation has in understanding the younger generation’s dreams can lead 
to a “misunderstanding [that] easily grows into bitterness.29  
In Addams’ works, these moments where people understand or misunderstand each other 
are characterized as important, even life-changing. In Twenty Years at Hull House, Addams 
discusses a lecture given by a young Jewish girl that described the “vivid inner life of an old 
Talmud scholar,” a life that contrasted with his shabby, self-absorbed appearance. Addams 
writes, “Certainly no one who had read her paper could again see such an old man in his praying 
shawl bent over his crabbed book, without a sense of understanding.”30 Here Addams is 
describing a moment of connection made when the person who has read the girl’s article 
encounters a man similar to the one she described in vivid detail. The reader has come to 
understand something different about these men through her experience as a reader; as such, her 
perception is transformed. Addams does not describe these same experiences in connection with 
the words “know” or “knowing.”  
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I believe that for Addams, sympathetic understanding arises out of experience. Such 
experience engages our sympathy; we see the connections between ourselves and others that give 
us a better sense of where they are coming from, and this experience reminds us that they are not 
so unlike ourselves. Sympathetic understanding is a particularly connective type of learning; it is 
learning about others, through them. These sympathetic understandings lead to the kind of 
sympathetic knowledge that helps us better address and potentially solve the problems we face as 
a community. It might be better, then, to say that Addams emphasizes actively experiencing 
other people for the purpose of understanding them, as it is in experience that we come to 
understand others. What we learn from them provides the basis for sympathetic knowledge. 
Hamington understands sympathetic knowledge as “rest[ing] on four interrelated claims,” 
which are: 
(1) Human existence is ontologically defined by social interconnection funded by an 
ability to find common cause (but not at the price of eliding diversity). (2) If individuals 
take the time and effort to obtain a deep understanding of others, that knowledge has the 
potential to disrupt their lives with the possibility of empathetic caring. (3) Empathy leads 
to action; people who care enough act in behalf of others so that they may flourish and 
grow. (4) An effective democratic society depends on caring responses.31 
Hamington’s first claim has to do with how Addams views human nature, namely that we are, at 
heart, social creatures. The first claim is also Hamington’s rebuttal toward those who see 
Addams as a utopian who believes that social inequity can be solved. Instead, Hamington sees 
the Hull House founder as exhibiting an ontology rooted not in a notion of utopia, but in “human 
goodness and connection.”32 I share Hamington’s viewpoint. Addams works from a position that 
people basically want to do the right thing. This is what fuels her characterization of the upper-
class youth as yearning to “engage in the race-life” and help others. Addams has a generous 
attitude toward others’ natures that is exhibited over and over again. Given any situation, she is 
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likely to try to understand any individual involved as a fundamentally good person who is 
hampered either by social forces or by his own misunderstandings. This attitude is illustrated in 
“A Modern Lear,” in which she describes Pullman as a man who wanted to do something good 
for his workers, but failed in the attempt because he could not grasp the social virtues that made 
his gift unpalatable for his workers. His lack of understanding led to his failure, but his motives 
were essentially good. Addams’ standpoint that people are basically good is important to 
sympathetic knowledge; good people should want to learn about others in order to be more 
connected with them. 
 Such a standpoint may seem naïve, as we could imagine many situations in which our 
view of others as basically good could lead us to make excuses for their behavior. But for 
Addams, the idea that people are basically good does not mean they cannot make mistakes, or act 
in ways that hurt people; in fact, she is often unstinting in her examination of a person’s actions. 
The idea that people are fundamentally good allows Addams to see those actions as changeable 
rather than fixed. It also allows her to look at social knowledge as something that has the power 
to transform misunderstanding into understanding, which can then change social misdeeds into 
social action. 
The second claim talks about knowledge as the emotionally charged, potentially 
disruptive product of “deep” understanding. In his discussion about “Disruptive Knowledge,” 
Hamington posits that sympathetic knowledge encompasses both experience and emotion. When 
it is paired with intellect, Addams sees value in emotion as the motivating force behind social 
action. It is not enough to know about a problem, nor is it enough to merely feel an emotion. 
Information does not necessarily lead you to act on it. Feeling emotion may lead you to act, but 
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without information to guide that action, it is meaningless. It is only when they come together 
that we can act in a direction toward others.  
Addams understands emotion as working with intellect to create knowledge. This is 
similar to Dewey’s concept of emotion. In his book, Ethics, Dewey claims that emotion and 
cognition must work together to create moral judgments. Dewey sees emotion as a primary 
source of knowledge, writing that “Emotional reactions form the chief materials of our 
knowledge of ourselves and of others.”33 For Dewey, the emotional response is a part of human 
sympathy, which is necessary to extend thought from the individual toward others in a universal 
sense. It is, Dewey argues, the best way to obtain objective moral knowledge, because we take 
others’ interests, values, and standpoints into consideration as well as our own. “Sympathy is the 
animating mold of moral judgment… because it furnishes the most efficacious intellectual 
standpoint. It is the tool, par excellence, for resolving complex situations.”34 In this way, 
sympathy is a standpoint of knowledge. It allows us to understand a situation holistically, even 
objectively, as something that exists outside ourselves.  
One interesting difference between Addams and Dewey lies in the way Dewey 
characterizes persons as constitutive of their actions, writing, “we do not make a distinction… 
between the doer and the deed. A noble act signifies a noble person; a mean act a mean 
person.”35 In contrast, Addams looks beyond this pragmatic equalization, maintaining that we are 
all essentially good people, and that acts which are not good are a result not of the quality of the 
person, but from misunderstandings. I would argue that this attitude extends Dewey’s notion of 
sympathy even further, because Addams extends sympathy to those who, at first glance, don’t 
appear to deserve it. Her sympathetic attitude toward even the least sympathetic sort of 
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characters takes into account their motives, standpoints and values; not to agree with or excuse 
them, but to know them better. Addams’ examination of the Pullman Strike shows her engaged 
in understanding this complex situation from all sides, resulting in a better appreciation of what 
went wrong. Addams, I believe, would say that to call a person who acts badly a bad person 
denies him the opportunity to become better, and is too simplistic for such a complex humanity. 
Addams believes that everyone should be afforded the chance to be understood, as it is only then 
that we have a truly holistic knowledge of the situation. 
Hamington characterizes sympathetic knowledge as disruptive, because it connects us to 
others in a way that “transforms abstract understanding into concrete understanding.”36 This is, 
in large part, what Addams is trying to do in her writings. In A New Conscience and an Ancient 
Evil, Addams brings her readers into a narrative experience with girls and women who occupy a 
societal space that is far removed from upper-class society. They exist in the abstract for her 
audience, and if they are thought of with any emotion, it is most likely scorn, fear, or pity. But 
even pity without understanding does little good. The upper class can thus debate the “problem” 
of prostitution as they would a hypothetical problem. It is an intellectual pastime, nothing more. 
By moving through various experiences of all sorts of women from all kinds of backgrounds, 
telling their stories, Addams moves her readers into emotional connection with them, so that 
their abstract knowledge about the “problem” of prostitution becomes less a problem about 
prostitution as an institution, and more about the problem as it affects these young girls and 
women who, after all, could be their sisters or wives or daughters. Additionally, because she 
weaves her narratives with arguments about the various social forces that have a hand in 
prostitution, Addams gives her readers some tools to use in thinking about how the problem can 
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be addressed. Addams’ book shifts the reader’s abstract notion of prostitution toward a more 
personal – and thus concrete – understanding of the issue, by facilitating an emotional 
connection with the women it affects. The shift in itself is disruptive, because it moves from an 
assumed “known” to new knowledge. 
Hamington’s notion of disruption is reminiscent of Seigfried’s discussion of perplexity, 
which is itself a type of disruption. I believe the two complement each other; one disruption 
indicating the potential for another, so to speak. Seigfried describes a perplexity as revealing “a 
rupture” with one’s preconceived beliefs that can only be resolved through a rather painful 
inquiry into the veracity of those beliefs.37 But the resolution of the perplexity leads to further 
disruption, where the old beliefs are challenged and possibly supplanted by an experience which 
results in new knowledge. The new knowledge, in turn, provides a basis for new action, which 
can then reveal further perplexities that will start the cycle over. This suggests that the process of 
education is a powerfully transformative one. It has the power to disrupt an individual in multiple 
ways, to thoroughly shake them up, in order that they might be changed, and changed again and 
again. In turn, these changes can result in actions that transform others, and ultimately affect 
change within society. 
Hamington’s third claim has to do specifically with why Addams believes we act on 
behalf of others. We act when we have learned something about another that connects us 
emotionally to them, which disrupts our sense of what we know about them. Hamington 
specifically uses the word “empathy” to describe this connection. I find this to be an interesting 
choice, especially as Addams does not use the word “empathy” in her works, consistently using 
“sympathy” instead. I think this word choice thus deserves a bit of discussion, in order to better 
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understand why Hamington uses the word, as well as to tease out some of the complications in 
the concept of empathy that are important to make. 
One possible reason that Addams does not use the word “empathy” in her writings is 
because it was not commonly used in her time. Coined in 1909 by Edward Titchener, “empathy” 
is a translation of the German word, “Einfühlung,” which means “feeling into.” The word 
“empathy” itself comes from the Greek em, meaning “in,” and pathos, meaning “feeling.”38 
Thus, at its etymological root, empathy means in-feeling. This is different than the word 
“sympathy,” where the first part of the word comes from the Greek syn, meaning “together,” or 
“with.” Feeling-in and feeling-with are different states of feeling. “Sympathy” connotes “fellow-
feeling,” or “feeling in community.”39 When we talk about sympathy, we typically talk about 
feeling concern for another. Empathy connotes something different. When we talk about 
empathy, we typically talk about sharing someone’s feelings as our own, or “sharing in feeling.”  
The ability to feel what someone else is feeling can be a powerful social force. Empathy 
helps us to connect emotionally with others, which in turn can help develop our relationships 
with them and lead to transformative experiences. But I believe that Addams would caution a 
judicious use of empathy, for two reasons. The first reason is that empathy is primarily a state of 
emotion. When we share in another’s feelings, we are in a state of feeling. This emotional state, 
while potentially useful, is not necessarily useful in and of itself. At times, we may actually find 
that our empathetic responses are so strong it makes it harder for us to act, especially if we don’t 
have the resources to act. This may be one of the factors in the “unnourished, oversensitive lives” 
of upper-class youth; they are, in a sense, frozen by their powerful emotions.  
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Addams might also caution us to check our empathetic feelings against our sympathetic 
responses, in order to make sure we are acting from a standpoint of feeling-with instead of 
feeling-in. This is in part because once we start thinking in terms of sharing in feelings, it 
becomes easier to believe that we know what the other is feeling; there is a danger that we may 
project our feelings onto others rather than sharing their feelings. This, in turn, makes it easier to 
ascribe reasons for those feelings that might not be accurate, which could lead to actions that are 
not necessarily as appropriate for others as they are for us. Addams might say that sympathy, or 
“feeling with,” is a more useful term because it reminds us that we are with but not inside 
another’s feelings. In this sense, sympathy enacts the pragmatist concept of plurality, because it 
acknowledges the existence of other standpoints as they are formed by different experiences and 
contexts. To feel sympathy, then, is to recognize both commonalities and differences of 
experience. Hull House residents, for instance, understood that while they lived in the immigrant 
community, they were not immigrants; they could share in community concerns as members of 
the community, but they did it as members who came from a different culture and economic 
status with different stakes. The resident’s sympathy for their neighbors informed their actions; 
their emotional connection was tempered by the understanding that they were acting with their 
neighbors from the position of residents, not as de facto immigrants. 
If we look at the concept of empathy from an early twentieth century philosophical point 
of view, however, an aspect of empathy emerges that might be useful in elucidating the kind of 
connection that Hamington discusses. In his 2013 essay on empathy in the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Karsten Steuber explains that Einfühlung, as it was conceived of by 
Theodor Lipps (1851-1914) at the turn of the twentieth century and further developed by other 
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thinkers, was theorized as the way we come to understand each other as “minded creatures,” 
beings whose minds are similar to our own.40 This theory, as Steuber writes, was problematic 
even in its heyday and fell out of favor in the latter half of the twentieth century. However, the 
idea that empathy helps us to conceive of others as “minded creatures” resonates with the 
emotional connection that we feel with empathy.41 Feeling connected to others may help us to 
recognize the ways in which others are like us, which in turn allows us to feel more emotionally 
connected to them. When we recognize others as like us, we can understand that we do share in 
the same kinds of feelings, and that their feelings matter as much to them as ours matter to us. A 
recognition of human-ness is vital in building community and in connecting with cross-cultures. 
The inability (or unwillingness) to see others as fundamentally like ourselves is, in part, what 
leads to oppression, slavery, and genocide. Recognizing others’ humanness makes it much 
harder to deny them the rights and goods that we want for ourselves, or to ignore their needs. 
Emotional connection and recognition of like-mindedness in others may work together to 
generate empathy that, as Hamington argues, produces the desire to act on behalf of others. 
The emotional connection we feel with others leads us to feel sympathy for their 
suffering, which then leads us to act on their behalf. Addams argues that this sympathetic action 
is natural for people in poverty, as they already share in the same situations and emotions. “The 
fact that the economic condition of all alike is on a most precarious level makes the ready 
outflow of sympathy and material assistance the most natural thing in the world.”42 In 
comparison, Addams argues that upper-class women have lost “that simple and almost automatic 
response to the human appeal, that old healthful reaction resulting in activity from the mere 
presence of suffering or of helplessness” This is because they have “departed too suddenly from 
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the active, emotional life led by their grandmothers and great-grandmothers.”43 The remedy, 
Addams argues, is more intimate human interaction, “on the thronged and common road where 
all must turn out for one another, and at least see the size of one another’s burdens.”44 This 
suggests that the ability to respond emotionally needs must be learned through interaction with 
others. The regular engagement with others who are unlike ourselves allows us to feel 
emotionally connected with them, which in turn gives us the motivation to want to help. But our 
acts must also reflect not only our emotional connection, but our understanding of the situation 
and what is needed. Thus, social action must be based on what we have learned from those we 
desire to help.  
Hamington’s fourth claim concerns the way in which the first three claims, taken 
together, help to form a more effective democratic society. Our diverse, yet interconnected, 
society gives us the potential to learn from and understand each other. If we make the effort to do 
so, we can gain knowledge that has the power to disrupt our usual way of life with feelings of 
empathy. Such feelings, coupled with what we have learned about the situation and the people 
involved, naturally lead to action, as we want to help the people we care for in the best and most 
informed way we can. The actions we make on behalf of others, founded on this sympathetic 
knowledge, can thus provide the foundation for better and more social democracy.  
Addams’ view of democracy resonates with Hamington’s claim. Addams defines 
democracy as a social force that has the power to change relationships and even modify “our 
conception of life.”45 Her book, Democracy and Social Ethics, is essentially about the ways in 
which a more social notion of democracy changes the way we understand and act on our 
obligations to each other. In the first chapter of the book, Addams writes, “To follow the path of 
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social morality results perforce in the temper if not the practice of the democratic spirit, for it 
implies that diversified human experience and resultant sympathy which are the foundation and 
guarantee of Democracy.”46 Here, Addams equates social morality with the democratic spirit, as 
both come from human interconnection. The settlement itself, Addams argues, is “attempt to 
socialize democracy.”47 This attempt is demonstrated in the settlement’s social efforts, which 
include education, political reform, and programs designed to help the needy. The social efforts 
themselves come directly from interaction with those people who need help. They are efforts to 
resolve disparities based on a sense of understanding of the issue and a sympathetic response to 
the suffering of others, as well as the knowledge that comes from learning about those involved. 
It is these efforts that reflect a social concept of democracy, in which people work together for 
the benefit of all.  
Sympathetic knowledge, then, is formed within this interconnected diversity, where 
people are both very different, yet bound by a sense of commitment to one another. This 
commitment implies that we will make the effort to understand others, which necessarily 
involves learning from them. Such learning has the potential to transform abstract concepts into 
concrete understanding of an issue, which elicits our empathy and thus emotionally connects us 
to others. Our emotional state drives our desire to help, and furthers our desire to learn more 
from those we wish to help, so that we may help them better. Such acts, taken together, are a 
reflection of a social democracy that takes the process of sympathetic knowledge seriously. 
Sympathetic knowledge thus grounds us in an experience that is profoundly relational. It 
involves coming to understand an issue by developing an emotional connection with others, 
which in turn develops our cognitive understanding. The emotional aspect, rather than being 
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something one must guard oneself against as irrational or irrelevant, plays a key role in the 
learning experience; it is the catalyst for the disruption of an old way of thinking and the 
transformation to a new way of thinking. The knowledge one gains from the experience of 
sympathetic knowledge is contained both in the intellectual apprehension of a person and/or a 
situation, and in the emotional connection one now has to the person and/or situation. 
Section 6.3: Social Knowledge 
We can see Addams’ concept of sympathetic knowledge as one that arises out of 
understanding through these transformative, relational experience. This concept shares 
characteristics with Dewey’s description of social knowledge, which I will explore a bit here, in 
order to help explicate Addams’ notion of social knowledge. In Democracy and Education, 
Dewey argues that knowledge is expressly social. Indeed, social knowledge must be transmitted 
for a society to exist. It is communicated by its members to the young in order to continue the 
culture. As a society grows in complexity, the mode of transmission becomes more complex 
itself, but it is still ultimately tied to the social. This fact is forgotten, Dewey claims, when “the 
bonds which connect the subject matter of school study with the habits and ideals of the social 
group are disguised and covered up,” but it remains in even the subject matter that seems most 
removed from social life.48 Social knowledge “accrues” in the communications and interrelations 
that occur and adapt in the process of “maintaining successful connections with others.”49 It 
exists not only in a person’s direct experiences with others, but in the telling and retelling of 
experiences – in other words, in narratives of experience. These narratives are a form of 
communication that, Dewey says, has the potential to become “a part of one’s own experience.”  
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Active connections with others are such an intimate and vital part of our own concerns 
that it is impossible to draw sharp lines, such as would enable us to say, “Here my 
experience ends; there yours begins.” In so far as we are partners in common 
undertakings, the things which others communicate to us as the consequence of their 
particular share in the enterprise blend at once into the experience resulting from our own 
special doings. The ear is as much an organ of experience as the eye or hand; the eye is 
available for reading reports of what happens beyond its horizon. Things remote in space 
and time affect the issue of our actions quite as much as things which we can smell and 
handle. They really concern us, and, consequently, any account of them which assists us 
in dealing with things at hand falls within personal experience.50 
Here, I think Dewey beautifully illustrates the social in social knowledge, where the concerns of 
others become our concerns in the midst of a common enterprise. What Dewey describes 
involves attending and understanding as components of a shared experience. To attend is both to 
deal with and to be present for experiences, both one’s own and others’. It is to take the matter in 
hand. Attending connotes an intellectual and emotional investment in the situation. 
Understanding involves not only comprehension but sympathy and empathy. This is what makes 
it possible for someone else’s experience to become a “personal experience” writ large. It is the 
connections we forge between us that makes another’s experience part of the common 
experience.  
Addams also understands social knowledge as that which comes out of a shared 
experience. The kind of transformative, disruptive experience that results in social knowledge 
comes directly out of our interactions with others, and the relationship that both shapes and is 
shaped by those interactions. Addams’ view of sympathetic understanding is reflected in 
Dewey’s description, as sympathetic understanding comes out of these social experiences. As 
well, Dewey’s notion that things which are remote to us can still become things that concern us, 
and thus become part of our experience, resonates with Addams’ attempt to bring reader and 
subject matter into relationship in order to help solve social problems. The notion of “attending” 
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particularly resonates with Addams’ view of social knowledge, especially if we think of the more 
care-driven aspect of the word. To attend means, among other things, to care for, or to provide 
companionship to, another. To attend means not just to be present for, but to be present with, in 
the position of helper. For Addams, social knowledge comes when we attend to problems with a 
view toward helping others. This requires that we attend to others as much as to the problem, and 
that we care for and about them. 
Dewey characterizes social knowledge as “information,” a word that seems a bit 
impersonal for the rich and intimate sort of knowledge that he is describing. What is being 
learned here is factual and practical, but it is also emotional and personal. Social knowledge says 
as much about who we are as it does about our actions. It speaks of who we are in the midst of 
our action. It cannot exist apart from us. James Gouinlock characterizes Dewey’s concept of 
social knowledge thusly: 
Social knowledge, as Dewey conceives it, is not abstract theory. It is information about 
what is invading the life of the local community and how this invasion is taking place. It 
is also information about how this life can be restored, revitalized, and enriched. Thus it 
is of the utmost and most immediate practical importance. When it is transmitted to and 
through the neighborly community, and when its bearing on the life of the group is 
discussed and shared within it, then democracy might reach its full potential.51 
Gouinlock’s use of the word “invasion” illustrates the emotional side of social knowledge. An 
invasion is a disruptive force. It impels action through emotion. Invasion implies a sense of 
urgency that the abstract does not. One can imagine the kind of information that might be 
communicated in the face of an invasion, and the urgent way it might be yelled: “They’re 
coming from the east!” “Barricade the doors!” “RUN!” Information, in this light, is positively 
laden with emotion. It is information that matters to us in a very real way.  
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The concept of “invasion” also resonates, if we think of it in its related form, as 
invasiveness – what penetrates, or permeates, the daily life of a community. Social knowledge 
concerns the issues that permeate a society, the things in which the group has a vested interest. 
These issues can come from outside the community, but they often come from within. Social 
rituals and “in-jokes” are two examples of information that has permeated and helped to shape a 
community; they are narratives that illustrate social history and social importance within a given 
group. The ways in which a community discusses issues or responds to situations are also a form 
of information about the community itself. Members learn about and shape not only subject 
matter, but how the subject matter is processed and acted upon. Social knowledge is constantly 
being created and re-created by these actions, but it is also consistently revised and reimagined to 
varying degrees in response to the changing conditions of the community and its members. The 
cohesive identity of a community comes from the collective and individual experiences of the 
members as community members.  
Addams’ understanding of social knowledge takes Dewey’s claims about community and 
shared experience as a baseline, and moves from there. If we start from an assumption that 
knowledge is social, she might ask, then the question becomes how to create the best kind of 
social knowledge? If the community is based on collective and shared experience, then whose 
experience do we prioritize? How do we make sure that the collective experience includes input 
from all members, rather than some? I think Addams would say that the answer lies in 
strengthening our relationships with each other, seeking out new people, and opening ourselves 
up to new experiences as a way of building social knowledge that will better reflect the whole of 
the community.  
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Addams argues that “we are under a moral obligation in choosing our experiences, since 
the result of those experiences must ultimately determine our understanding of life.”52 In other 
words, if we want to understand life in a more holistic sense, we must choose experiences that 
broaden our understanding of life. These experiences must be shared with people who are 
different, to further broaden our understanding as it reflects their needs and their views. As 
Addams argues, “to shut one’s self away from that half of the race life is to shut one’s self away 
from the most vital part of it; it is to live out but half the humanity to which we have been born 
heir and to use but half our faculties.”53 In broadening our experiences, we not only improve the 
lives of others, but we also improve our own lives. The relationships we develop further impact 
our experiences and change how we view our community. Together, our broader range of 
relationships and experiences transform us. We become a more cosmopolitan people, able to 
help each other better precisely because we know each other better. 
What Addams describes here closely resembles Dewey’s statement in Democracy and 
Education that “the very process of living together educates.”54 Living together educates, Dewey 
says, because of the communication that is required to live within society, and to transmit the 
“ideas and practices” that allow society to persist.55 The act of communication not only serves to 
transmit information, but it also transforms community members. Dewey writes, 
In final account, then, not only does social life demand teaching and learning for its own 
permanence, but the very process of living together educates. It enlarges and enlightens 
experience; it stimulates and enriches imagination; it creates responsibility for accuracy 
and vividness of statement and thought.56  
As I discussed in Chapter 3, for Dewey, the education gained through the process of 
living together differs from the “deliberate educating of the young.” This is, he argues, because 
the education we get from living together is “incidental; it is natural and important, but it is not 
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the express reason of the association.”57 Addams, however, expresses a different attitude toward 
the education that comes from living together. On the surface, this difference may be thought of 
as a degree of type. But what appears to be a subtle difference, once explored, uncovers a wealth 
of opportunity for development that is not merely incidental, but purposeful and deliberate. 
Addams critiques society for failing in its educative duty toward its members. We might 
imagine her saying that if living in society educates, such an education is severely lacking in 
some crucial aspects. Yes, living life educates a person for that life; if it did not, both the 
individuals and the society would cease to be. But living does not necessarily make a good 
living, especially if we are either not attentive enough to the ends and means of living, or 
attentive to the wrong kinds of ends and means. How we live our lives in society, and how we 
teach others to live within it, still necessitates thinking deliberately about what we want from our 
society and how it might best accommodate all of its members. This is deeply educative 
thinking, for it goes to the core of how we teach ourselves and each other to live together as 
members of a shared community. Addams challenges us to look at the statement “living together 
educates” and see not a trope, but a form of curriculum that is contextual, situational, and ever-
evolving, yet still in need of deliberate and thoughtful shaping if we are to live toward our best 
selves. This requires ongoing thought and discussion about how we relate to each other and how 
those relationships can be made better, as well as the ability to look with a critical eye at 
ourselves and each other, to see our mistakes and learn from them. Learning through our 
experiences with others involves letting ourselves make mistakes, and working through our fear 
about making them and the consequences that may occur as a result. This requires that we 
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forgive ourselves and others, not to absolve anyone absolutely, nor to forget what was done, but 
so that we can move forward together. 
Addams also agrees with Dewey that formal education is necessary and that schools are 
and should be the place of formal education. She does not advocate for the dissolution of 
schooling. But her critique of school suggests strongly that there needs to be a much more direct 
conversation between school and life. One of the questions Addams seems to be asking of 
schools, colleges, and university, is “What are we educating for?” This is a question that many 
educators have asked and continue to ask, and for good reason, because if we stop asking the 
question, we start to assume we know the answer. In fact, the answer is always changing. 
Addams might say that we need Education in the “big E” sense; we need schools and 
colleges, because, as Dewey says, our society has grown to a degree that formal information and 
knowledge must have a place where they can be disseminated. But, Addams would add, that 
does not mean that it trumps education in the “little e” sense – in the everyday educative acts that 
make up our lives. These acts are also important, and when we start thinking of “big E” 
education as the only or the most important education, we lose something vital to education as a 
whole. If we dismiss the very important and real learning that goes on in living as merely 
informal, merely incidental, we miss the opportunity to transform ourselves and our society. 
Still, this is where Addams’ philosophy of education is at its thorniest. What makes living 
together especially educative? It does not supplant the need for formal education. Does it inform 
education, then? Is it something we do that happens to be educative, or can we live in a more 
deliberately educative way, and thus live better? I think Addams would say that the difference 
between the incidental learning that we do when we live together, and the kind of deliberate 
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learning that happens when we attend to life as a particularly educative process, is precisely 
where education lies. Such attention means that we stop letting education happen to us while we 
live, and actively start fomenting educative moments, situations, and contexts, and seek out 
opportunities for the kinds of experiences that will transform us. Living together may even allow 
us to utilize the knowledge we learn in formal education in a new way. That is, our new 
understanding of the situation may give us different insight into subject matter or skills that we 
have learned in school, which we can then put to use in addressing the matter at hand. Addams 
makes the claim that we are morally obligated to choose experiences that will broaden our 
understandings. If we care about society, we must engage with it on an educational level, and 
that requires that we get to know the other people living within it on a deeper level. This is the 
only way we achieve progress, through education. We must engage each other in learning in 
order to grow together.  
Ultimately, I see Addams’ understanding of social knowledge as occurring in two 
interconnected parts: knowledge of/from, and knowledge for/with. That is, social knowledge is, 
in part, created of or about people, from those people. Social knowledge is also created for 
understanding, with the people who are involved. When we are engaged in trying to address an 
issue or solve a problem, social knowledge is crucial in order to best understand what is going 
on, who is involved, and what they may need in terms of help. It is what differentiates social 
knowledge from the kind of “top-down” approach that Addams uses to characterize normative 
education. For Addams, a “top-down” approach involves knowledge of and for, but not from and 
with; it is incomplete because it does not actively engage with everyone involved. This is one of 
the main problems Addams has with charity. It is founded on information about people in need, 
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that information does not necessarily come from the people themselves. It comes from a general 
understanding of what people need – food, shelter, etc. – but not why they need, or how best to 
give those things to them, in a way that feels less like pity, and more like friendship. Charity is 
too focused on the deed, the act of giving charity. But Addams says that the deed has to be met 
with spirit; that is, the act of helping must be met with an attitude of hospitality and willingness 
to understand where others are coming from. This is what animates the deed. Understanding is 
developed through the educational relationship, which allows people to feel more closely 
connected. Vulnerability is required because without it, we remain at a distance from each other. 
If we are guarded, Addams says, we cannot truly open ourselves to the kind of learning that is 
required for social knowledge.  
If we look at Addams’ concept of social knowledge as knowledge created of/from and 
for/with, we also get a better sense of why social knowledge has to be based in community and in 
relationship. Knowing of or about someone is relatively easy; it involves studying them like 
subject matter. We can read about them, or observe their physical characteristics or behavior 
whenever we happen to notice it, or hear other people talk about them. But knowing of or about 
someone, from them, requires more effort. It requires really listening to what they have to say, 
asking questions sometimes, and then paying attention to the answers. If we are going to learn 
about someone from them, we must be open-minded and attentive, because what they have to 
say or think might be very different than what we thought they would. Over all, knowing from 
involves respect. It involves meeting others as equally important members of the human race, no 
matter who they are, and treating what they have to say as important as we would treat our own 
ideas. 
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Likewise, while utilizing that knowledge for someone else often requires only that we do 
what we think is right for them, utilizing that knowledge with someone else requires 
compromise, because what they want might not be what we want. If we want to work together 
with others, we have to communicate together to figure out what works and what doesn’t. We 
must be flexible and adaptable, to contend with the situations and contexts that may arise. If we 
want to be able to use what we have learned with others, we must be in close contact with them. 
Utilizing social knowledge requires mutual interest not only in the problem, but in those with 
whom we are working. It necessitates neighborliness and hospitality, in order to make others feel 
welcome so that we may work together better. And it involves a recognition that the work that is 
done is in many ways ephemeral; that it will be outdone as situations and contexts and people 
change. The social work that comes out of this knowledge is thus truly social work. It is work 
that aims to create a better way of life for everyone, through truly lateral progress, that is based 
on what we learn from others in the process of living together and attending to that life as 
educational. 
Learning through living together, in this sense, is a process that both engenders and 
enacts social knowledge. We use what we have learned together to work toward progress, and in 
doing so, we learn even more about each other and how to develop further. This, Addams says, is 
what forms a truly democratic and progressive society: the act of living a socially educative life. 
   





Addams’ Educational Philosophy in “The New City”  
The previous chapters of this dissertation have been an attempt to thoroughly examine 
Addams’ educational philosophy as a view of learning through living together. I have argued that 
Addams is committed to a view of education as nurtured within educational relationships. These 
educational relationships help to produce social knowledge that can then lead to social action, 
which has the potential to improve society for the benefit of all. I have tried to show how these 
educational aspects of living together are intimately connected with each other, and inform each 
other throughout the educational process, as people engage with each other. The social nature of 
this kind of education means that it cannot be compartmentalized into subject matter or 
systematized into curriculum. I have tried to tease out the ways in which Addams’ view of 
education is not naïve, but realistically accepts that there will be many pitfalls along the way, and 
that things will not always go as planned. Learning through living together naturally takes the 
contingencies and surprises of life as part of the educational journey. 
In this final part of the dissertation, I will examine the ways in which Addams’ 
educational philosophy resonates with our current social contexts. In particular, I will look at the 
internet as a space in which we can enact the kind of social learning that went on in the social 
settlement. In particular, internet communities can inculcate educational relationships, uncover 
perplexities, and transform preconceived notions into new social knowledge.  
I have chosen to call this final part an epilogue rather than a conclusion, as a conclusion 
imparts a sense of completion or ending, and this sense of finality seems to go against the ideas 
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contained within Addams’ work. As a writer who espoused pragmatic beliefs, I believe Addams 
would be wary of pronouncing anything as the final word on education, even on her own 
educational thought. This epilogue is not meant as a final word on the subject, but to point 
toward places that are yet to be fully explored. 
In the wake of Hull House announcing its closure in 2012, Addams scholar Louise W. 
Knight penned an article in The Nation which asked if it might be time to bring the original 
notion of the settlement back to life. In her article, Knight contrasts the Hull House of later years, 
as the “government provider” of services, with its original intent, “as an engine for social justice 
activism.”1 She notes that the economic disparities of Addams’ time mirrors some of our current 
ones, a statement supported by research done by the Pew Research Center and economist 
Thomas Piketty, which suggests that wealth inequality has risen to levels not seen since the 
Gilded Age.2 
Knight reminds readers that “the great insight of the settlement movement was the power 
of social ties to realign the energies of prosperous people away from their class self-interests and 
towards efforts to support the reforms working people sought,” by addressing misunderstandings 
rich and poor had about each other as people, through connections. 3 The social programs, Knight 
writes, are still here; they still exist throughout the country, providing services, researching, 
writing about, and searching for solutions to social injustice. And we can learn about these 
programs from all kinds of media.  
Thus we have a situation in which specialists are doing the work while the rest of us read 
and listen to words upon words about what they are doing. But learning about these 
entirely worthwhile efforts does not transform us because we encounter them only 
through our minds. Our bodies stay in our chairs. We make no human connections, 
except at an imaginary remove.4 
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 Knight points to an important problem here, and one that once again harkens back to 
Addams’ claims about upper-class youth who read articles about social injustice, or perhaps 
visited a poorer neighborhood as a “slum tourist,” but felt helpless and disconnected from their 
fellow humans. Knight reminds readers that Hull House was successful because rich and poor 
had a physical site of connection – the settlement – where they could meet each other and shake 
off some of their misconceptions, see each other as “minded creatures,” perhaps even like-
minded creatures. It is this connection that enabled Hull House to operate, not only socially, but 
also financially; as Knight points out, donors gave to Hull House because they were able to 
participate in its programs and see what – and who – they were helping. At the end of her article, 
Knight contemplates the possibility of bringing back the settlement, and concludes that while 
“we may or may not need such places… we could benefit from finding new ways, in Addams’s 
words, to come together ‘on the common road.’ What those new ways are must be discovered by 
those willing to experiment and change their minds.”5 
 Should we bring back the settlement? Perhaps, although I am inclined to believe that it 
would be disingenuous to suggest that we could bring back a settlement in the classic sense, in 
which upper-class people live in a house located in a poor community in order to help the poor 
achieve parity. Such a project today would probably raise serious issues of paternalism, and 
might have potentially classist and racist aspects that were not considered at the turn of the 
twentieth century, but might make a residential settlement quite inappropriate today. However, I 
am intrigued by Knight’s call to find new ways to come together “on the common road” in order 
to achieve the kind of cross-class, cross-cultural connections that Addams wrote about. The idea 
that we could come up with a new way to address these eternal issues is something with which I 
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believe Addams would heartily agree. After all, the industrial city was a relatively new 
phenomenon in Addams’ day. The concept of the settlement grew out of the needs of this new 
type of city, where newcomers flocked, where the poor suffered in numbers never seen before, 
and where economic disparity was imminently visible in the close quarters. The settlement was 
an answer to a particular set of situations and contexts. Our own contexts may differ, but the 
underlying social issues remain. What can we utilize? 
 One of the most powerful tools we have at our disposal today is the internet, which in a 
relatively short period of time has made sweeping changes to the ways we access and 
communicate information. The internet is a space where we may be able to enact the educational 
work that was at the original heart of Hull House. Much like the city of the Industrial Age, the 
internet is our “new city.” How we choose to inhabit this new city determines whether or not we 
can live up to our educational potential within it. 
 It may sound strange to equate the internet with a city. After all, cities have traditionally 
been thought of as physical spaces, with inhabitants that can be counted by census, and issues 
that range from the metaphysical to fundamentally physical, like sewage and garbage collection. 
The internet, however, exists almost entirely outside of the physical world, save for the devices 
that send and store its information. There are no residents; only users, who are free to come and 
go as they wish. As such, the stakes are not the same as they are in a city. For these reasons and 
plenty more, calling the internet “the new city” might seem problematic.  
However, there are characteristics associated with the internet that grey the area, so to 
speak. For one, the way we talk about our internet habits reflects our conception of them as real 
spaces. We go online; we build internet communities and websites, which we give domain names 
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and protect with firewalls. Our descriptions of the internet itself also reflect physical spaces in 
the real world; the internet has been called the “information superhighway,” the “wild west,”6 
and the “electronic agora,”7 for instance. In “The Internet: a Land to Settle rather Than an Ocean 
to Surf,” scholar Margaret Riel suggests that we think of the internet as a place of sorts, a “land” 
upon which we can build community.8 For many people, the internet certainly feels like an 
inhabitable place. 
I have chosen to call the internet “the new city” here in part to acknowledge the way this 
virtual space exhibits a sense of place. More importantly, I want to call the internet “the new 
city” because I see the internet as sharing some interesting characteristics with large cities at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Like the industrial cities saw in their day, the internet has seen a 
population explosion of dramatic proportions in a relatively short period of time. The rate of 
internet users worldwide has increased from approximately 361 million in 2010 to 2.8 billion in 
2013 – an almost 700% increase in 13 years. Even in the continent of Africa, which had the least 
amount of internet users in 2013 at 21% of the total population, the number of users increased 53 
times between 2000 and 2013.9 New people gain internet access every day at an astonishing rate. 
And as the industrial revolution changed society, the internet revolution has changed it as well. 
Our new technology allows us to inhabit spaces that were not habitable before; spaces that can be 
carried around and accessed from virtually anywhere on earth.  
Any large-scale social change that occurs within a small time frame tends to cause some 
concern that it will drastically change the existing way of life for the worse. The turn of the 
twentieth century saw a fear of social alienation due to industrialization and urbanization. People 
worried that widespread migration from farming communities to cities would decimate not only 
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the older communities, but also their ways of life, and their social values.10 There were concerns 
that the city bred immoral and even criminal behavior and that it was a dangerous place to be, 
especially for young women. There was also a more general fear that even with its large 
population, the industrial city was a lonely and impersonal place, devoid of the neighborliness 
that had come to characterize smaller towns and villages.11 This attitude was reflected in novels 
like Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which characterized the city as a hellish, soul-sucking place 
where the lack of community, fueled by industrialism, spelled heartache, strife, and even death 
for the people who lived and worked there.12 The influx of immigrants also gave rise to concerns 
about the isolation of immigrant groups within the tenement neighborhoods.  
Addams directly addresses this issue of social isolation in Twenty Years at Hull House, 
writing about the “isolated city dweller[s].” 
In addition to the lonely young man recently come to town, and the country family who 
have not yet made their connections, are many other people who, because of 
temperament or from an estimate of themselves which will not permit them to make 
friends with ‘the people around here,’ or who, because they are victims to a combination 
of circumstances, lead a life as lonely and untouched by the city about them as if they 
were in remote country districts. The very fact that it requires an effort to preserve 
isolation from the tenement-house life which flows all about them, makes the character 
stiffer and harsher than mere country solitude could do.13  
 Of course, these concerns were not the only ones people had about the city at the dawn of 
the twentieth century; social issues such as poverty, public health and housing, working 
conditions, and political corruption were all widely discussed by people in different venues. The 
settlement was one of many attempts to address the tangible and pressing problems of the new 
modern industrial city, many of which still exist today. But I highlight the social issues in 
particular, because some of the concerns people had about these issues as they arose in the 
industrial city are strikingly similar to the ones that are raised about the internet.  
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Many concerns about the internet involve safety; not just over credit card theft or bank 
fraud, but over social safety. Problems with identity theft are more of a threat due to internet 
activity. “Catfishing” – pretending to be someone else online – preys on our trust that people will 
portray themselves honestly in their internet identities. Internet bullying is also a real problem 
that affects people of all ages. The ability to be anonymous on the web can lead us say things we 
would never say in public, to expose the darkest aspects of our personalities and our prejudices. 
These negative social interactions lead us toward the notion that the internet is not a safe space. 
Likewise, the internet raises similar issues of isolation and social alienation as the city 
did. Concerns about the “internet paradox” – the idea that the more socially connected we 
become, the lonelier we are – have continued to persist from the 1990’s to today.14 We face 
worries that as our “web of connections [grows] broader,” with email, Facebook, Twitter, and 
other social media applications becoming more and more widely used, it also grows “shallower,” 
because we end up living more of our lives online and less in physical interaction with our loved 
ones.15 Those who raise these concerns worry that we shut ourselves off from actual people in 
favor of interacting online, at times using the internet to connect with friends and family even 
when we are in the physical presence of other friends or family, making us there-but-not-there. 
Sherry Turkle, a psychologist and professor at MIT who researches the effects of social media on 
relationships, writes that “we are able to be with another, and also elsewhere, connected to 
wherever we want to be…. We have gotten used to the idea of being in a tribe of one, loyal to 
our own party.”16 Turkle maintains that we use social media, email, and texting to distance 
ourselves from others so that we can remain in control of our “selves” as we portray them, and in 
control of how close we let other people get. But, Turkle argues, the “little ‘sips’ of online 
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connection” that we allow ourselves do not make up for the connection that is lost in real, human 
conversation.  
Human relationships are rich; they’re messy and demanding. We have learned the habit 
of cleaning them up with technology. And the move from conversation to connection is 
part of this. But it’s a process in which we shortchange ourselves. Worse, it seems that 
over time we stop caring, we forget that there is a difference.17  
These fears reflect a concept of the internet as something that has taken over, to the 
detriment of our real-life relationships. For those of us who did not grow up in the internet age, 
the notion that someone’s Facebook post might be equal or even preferable to actual face-to-face 
contact can be alienating, especially if we are the one being snubbed. Likewise, the idea that 
people might spend large amounts of time engaging in online activities can seem akin to 
voluntary social isolation. The concerns people have are not to be taken lightly. They are valid 
because they represent a pragmatic truth that has come out of a community experience. But they 
are contrasted with equally compelling views of the internet as a positive space that can enhance 
relationships and even engender social action.  
Recent research from the Pew Research Center has begun to dispel the notion that social 
networks like Facebook replace real-world connections, finding instead that Facebook users 
report feeling more socially supported, with closer ties to their real-world friends and family than 
non-Facebook users. Facebook users were found to be more politically active, while MySpace 
users were found to be more open toward different perspectives.18 One critique of platforms such 
as Facebook or Twitter is that they tend to engender a sort of empty activism, or “slactivism,” in 
which people merely “like” a social or political cause on Facebook or retweet a social activist 
hashtag, without doing anything more concrete. This is a valid critique; engendering awareness 
is important, but it does not necessarily result in social change, and it cannot be seen as the end 
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of activity. However, the Pew Research Center found that Facebook users also engage in more 
real-world political acts, such as attending political rallies, voting, and trying to convince others 
to vote for candidates.19 In addition, movements like Occupy Wall Street strongly suggest that 
social media platforms have the potential to help us spur and organize social activism more 
quickly and widely than ever before.20 Social media is also used to enhance and stimulate 
education, as organizations like Global Kids use social media platforms to connect young people 
with each other locally, across the nation, and around the world, as they examine issues that 
affect us all.21 The internet is currently already being used as a tool to help us connect to and 
learn from each other, and work together for social justice. 
 The kinds of concerns Addams faced regarding community and relationship are some of 
the same issues we face today online. But Addams offers us realistic ways to think and deal with 
any new community – not as a utopian dream or as a dystopian nightmare, but as a new way of 
being together, with pitfalls and promises, which requires us to forge new pathways into the 
unknown. Addams reminds us that it is useless to wax nostalgic for a time that is no longer here; 
it is also useless to wax poetic about the rosy future. The present contains both the past and the 
future. If we are going to make our current lives the best we can, we must work with what we 
have. We can figure out ways to incorporate the past with the present so that we do not lose what 
we believe to be important, while figuring out the best ways to utilize the life we have right 
before us. Accordingly, I believe that were Addams faced with the realities of today’s internet-
saturated America, she would say that we should focus on figuring out what kind of community 
the internet can help us to build, how it can be used to foment relationship, conversation, 
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connection between others, and what kinds of things we need to be aware of in terms of how we 
use it to help us learn to live together better. 
 The notion that online communities could be places of relationship can seems strange, 
especially to people who were not raised in the digital age. There are some very real differences 
between the relationships we develop with others through internet channels and those that we 
develop in real life. Perhaps the most jarring difference is simply the possibility that someone is 
not who they appear to be online. There is always the chance that someone we feel we “know” 
online might not be who we think they are. How can we trust people we have never met in real 
life? How can we develop any sort of relationship with them, and is it possible for that 
relationship to be real? But proponents of internet communities argue that friendships made and 
developed in online communities can be intimate and supportive in ways that are similar to off-
line friendships.22 Indeed, there are online communities that exhibit the hallmarks of educational 
relationships. While people may not know each other’s real names, they often know a lot of other 
information about each other, through the stories they post online. And while what is posted 
online is certainly not the same as the kind of knowledge one might have of one’s real-life 
neighbor, the anonymity lends itself to a kind of emotional honesty that doesn’t always happen in 
the real world. People allow themselves to be vulnerable in ways they might not otherwise with 
friends or acquaintances, and that vulnerability lends itself to a kind of trust. They can form 
relationships with other commenters in forums that can span years, without ever meeting.   
 Online communities are typically formed around specific interests or concerns; in that 
regard, they are self-selected. This is different than most real-world communities, where we do 
not get to choose our neighbors based on whether they like to discuss a certain television show or 
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read science fiction. Of course, settlements were also intentional communities; they were placed 
in specifically chosen neighborhoods and had a specific purpose, and residents and neighbors 
chose to enter the settlement based on their interests or needs. However, settlements were 
physically located in neighborhoods, which made them easier to access, and harder to ignore. 
This is not the same for online communities. As well, online communities are solely comprised 
of people who can access the internet, effectively narrowing their populations. Internet 
communities also lack the physical component of real-world neighborhoods, which is a major 
deficiency. The ability to see our neighbors, to shake their hands, perhaps shovel their sidewalks, 
is a tactile sense of knowing that the internet cannot replicate. However, the internet does have 
certain advantages over the real world. The fluidity of online communities lends itself to a level 
of responsiveness that is almost impossible to achieve anywhere else. One person can write a 
post or comment or ask a question and get answers or feedback within minutes, at any time of 
day or night. This enables the members to address issues quickly. As well, because 
communications are written rather than spoken, the conversations become part of a written 
record. An established online community that has existed for years has a rich trove of shared 
conversational culture that can be accessed long after conversations have finished. Finally, the 
global nature of internet makes it possible to communicate with people from a wide range of 
classes, cultures, genders, races, religions, political affiliations, and even nationalities, which 
many of us may not have in our real-world communities.  
 All of this makes a healthy online community ripe for the kind of educational 
relationships that can handle and even seek out perplexities. When a perplexing event happens 
(for instance, a question about class or gender dynamics that results in some members posting 
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beliefs that are unknown or seem incorrect to others), members can join in to discuss the issue. 
Sometimes these discussions can get heated, resulting in a member being banned from the 
community for reacting badly, or voluntarily leaving the community because she no longer feels 
welcome or safe. But at other times, there are discussions that open members up to new ideas 
that can eradicate old bigotry, and even heal old wounds. It is at moments like these that I believe 
an online community exhibits the best aspects of what Addams is talking about in regards to the 
educational relationship. 
 My belief that Addams’ philosophy of education can inform and help to shape internet 
communities as spaces for this kind of informal, flexible, and relational education comes, in part, 
from my observations of internet communities, and the ways they develop educational 
relationships and forge social knowledge. One such internet community is a forum called 
Groupthink, which is a sub-blog of a larger online magazine, Jezebel. That is, it is an online 
blog/forum where members can post entries on any topic, although most posts tend to be slanted 
toward feminist topics. Groupthink members represent a broad cross-section of economic 
classes, racial, sexual, and cultural identities, gender, and nationalities.23 They also regularly talk 
about themselves, as such information becomes relevant within the context of discussions or 
simply to share something personal, adding a level of richness to the conversation. When 
Groupthink members share information about themselves with each other, they come to know 
one another better. While there is always a chance that what is said might be false (and, indeed, 
there have been instances where certain members have been discovered to have been lying about 
some or all of their personal information), most Groupthink members operate under the 
assumption that what people post online is essentially true.  
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The relational community that has developed within Groupthink allows members to 
engage in and weather discussions about important social issues. Some of these discussions are a 
result of a current event; some of them in and of themselves become current events. Because the 
community is established and built upon relationships, members trust each other to want to learn 
from each other within these discussions. Learning does not always happen, and the discussions 
are not always fruitful, nor do they always engender change. This is reminiscent of Addams’ 
acknowledgement that social action will not always work. But there are successful discussions 
that I think reflect the kind of relational education and social knowledge that Addams talks 
about. I want to discuss two events as they occurred on Groupthink, as I see them enacting 
relational education and the possible formation of social knowledge.  
The first occurred on August 26, 2013, when Catherine Young, who goes by “NinjaCate” 
on Groupthink, posted a link to an article she had written on her personal blog, BattyMamzelle. 
Entitled, “Solidarity is For Miley Cyrus: the Racial Implications of Her VMA Performance,” 
Young’s article is about the recent online uproar over Miley Cyrus’ performance at the 2013 
MTV Video Music Awards. Young argues that the conversation about Cyrus’ performance 
centered on its overtly sexual nature as a feminist issue, but ignored the blatant racist elements 
that were present throughout the performance; namely the way Cyrus portrayed black women as 
explicitly sexual for her own ends.24  
Shared multiple times on various online platforms, Young’s article essentially “went 
viral,” allowing a large number of people who had not initially thought of the racist implications 
to see her perspective on the issue. The ensuing discussion on the article’s Groupthink page 
includes comments from people who support her critique, as well as responses and questions 
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from people who either do not agree, or do not understand the problem. Commenters from all 
sides, including Young herself, are involved in the conversations, especially in response to white 
commenters who do not see the problem with Cyrus’ performance. In the conversations that 
ensue, we see aspects of white privilege being deconstructed in order to help commenters 
understand their positions of privilege, and why assumptions of black women’s sexuality is 
problematic.25  
The Groupthink discussion on Young’s article is an example of an online conversation 
that concerns a current event, as Addams would see it. The racial tensions inherent in 
mainstream feminism is a problem that has been going on for decades; Young’s article brings it 
back into contemporary discussion. The conversation itself is cumbersome, as it does not follow 
a linear format. A number of the comments do not necessarily add anything specific to the 
conversation, and there are some angry reactions as well that are not productive. But there are 
also many instances where commenters are actively trying to understand what others are saying, 
and responding with their own viewpoint. Some of the standpoints are so different that they 
cause perplexity in one or more commenters, causing a few to end their participation, while 
others engage with that perplexity by asking further questions, to which other commenters 
respond. The subsequent conversation has the potential to resolve, at least partially, the 
perplexity concerning the situation. Participants may carry unresolved perplexities to other 
conversational threads within an article, to other posts, or they may even start their own posts to 
continue the conversation. People learn through these encounters in real ways, resulting in a 
broadened perspective on a social issue that can have an impact beyond the comments section. 
As Catherine Young says in a comment to another Groupthink member, “I’ve learned so much 
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from you guys, and my being able to articulate [the issue of racism addressed in the article] is a 
direct result of interacting with you.”26 
This kind of engagement is encountered fairly frequently in Groupthink posts about 
social issues, and in each instance, there is evidence of the kind of learning that Addams 
describes; an ongoing working-out of meaning within conversations between people who are 
trying to understand each other’s viewpoints. Relationships are central to the life of many online 
communities because they bring members into emotional connection. Anonymity allows 
participants to be more vulnerable, to ask questions that might be distressing, but which help to 
uncover and resolve perplexities. But although these members may be anonymous, many of them 
maintain stable online identities that allow them to trust each other and develop relationships, 
which in turn necessitates learning from each other. What they learn from these relationships can 
impact their lives both on- and off-line. Indeed, there are a number of Groupthink members who 
believe that Groupthink has profoundly affected their understanding of social issues, and how 
they address those issues with others. 
 The second instance I wish to discuss occurred on October 22, 2013, when Linda Tirado, 
who is known on Groupthink as ‘KillerMartinis,” posted an entry entitled, “Poverty Thoughts, or 
Why I Make Bad Decisions.” Tirado’s post was about her own past experiences in poverty, as 
well as some general observations about the ways in which people in poverty tend to operate. 
Tirado says she wrote the piece in response to a different post about welfare, in which another 
Groupthink member had asked why poor people do things that seem detrimental to their lives.27  
 In her post, Tirado lists many of the issues poor people face in a stream-of-consciousness 
style. These include the difficulty of holding down multiple, low-paying jobs, lack of sleep, the 
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struggle to cook homemade meals, and the negative effect poverty has on physical and mental 
health. As well, Tirado discusses smoking as a choice she makes because it makes her feel better, 
and “it’s not like the sacrifice will result in improved circumstances.” In the end, she writes, 
Whatever happens in a month is probably going to be just about as indifferent as 
whatever happened today or last week. None of it matters. We don’t plan long-term 
because if we do we’ll just get our hearts broken.28 
 Tirado’s blog post is a clear example of a narrative from someone who has been in an 
economically marginalized position. Her description of the problems poor people face is as 
emotionally arresting as Addams’ descriptions. Here, though, we do not have an extra voice such 
as Addams’ to mediate the narrative; it is only Tirado’s voice we hear. Without an 
“authoritative” mediating voice, we might worry that Tirado’s narrative will lose some of its 
power. As I discussed in chapter 5, Addams’ work in sympathetically contextualizing and 
situating marginalized narratives with authoritative sources allows the reader to make 
connections between established and new voices, lending those new voices authority. Addams 
also makes those voices more palatable to a readership who might otherwise be put off by 
reading narratives directly from the source. Yet, a mediating voice can also dilute the narratives; 
as well, the mediator’s intent may differ from the original intent of the narratives, as writers such 
as Addams edit and manipulate stories to fit their agendas. In contrast, Linda Tirado enacts her 
own authority in this piece; not only in publishing her writing, but in engaging with almost every 
person who has commented on her post, a number that ballooned when Tirado’s piece was 
shared to the Jezebel main page on November 12, 2013.  
“Why I Make Bad Decisions” was republished on Gawker, The Huffington Post, Forbes, 
and The Nation. In essence, Linda Tirado herself became a current event, sparking conversation 
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about poverty all over the internet. Eventually, the post she wrote as a response to another 
Groupthink member became the impetus for a book. Published in 2014, Hand to Mouth: Living 
in Bootstrap America expands on Tirado’s original post with essays about what life is like for a 
number of people living in or on the edge of poverty. Tirado has been interviewed countless 
times on television, radio, and in newspapers and journals both in the United States and overseas. 
She has become an authoritative representative of her narrative, on a national – and even a global 
– level. That people are still talking about her post a full year after she published it suggests that 
both the subject and the way it was presented continue to engage our emotions and provoke 
perplexities that can be examined in conversation together. 
If we look at the comments on Tirado’s original blog post, we can see the way these 
conversations play out. A number of the commenters are supportive or indicate that what she 
said resonated with them. Others disagree with Tirado for various reasons, arguing essentially 
that the poor are responsible for their own poverty and should be able to get themselves out. 
There are also a number of vitriolic responses in which people lambast Tirado for various aspects 
of her post, including her personal choice to smoke or have children. Some of them question how 
poor she really is, arguing that she’s not poor enough to represent poor people. These 
commenters are not regular Groupthink members, but people who read Tirado’s post after it 
went viral. Much of what they say betrays an intense emotional reaction, suggesting that Tirado’s 
piece truly perplexed them in some deep way. Tirado patiently engages with even the angriest of 
commenters, answering their critiques and even offering some of them financial help. In an 
update to her original post, she writes  
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If… you simply are curious about something and actually want to have a conversation, I 
do not mind repeating myself because those conversations are valuable and not actually 
repetitive. They tend to be very specific to the asker, and I am happy to shed any light I 
can. I do not mind honest questions. They are why I wrote this piece.29 
In the comments, we again see an unwieldy conversation that goes on between a huge number of 
voices, on multiple levels and at different times. There are a number of angry responses; people 
call each other names, insult each other’s intelligence, and swear at each other. This can be 
disheartening, but it also seems to me to be typical of the passionate engagement that goes on in 
discussions about vital social issues. It is here that we see social learning instantiated in 
conversation, along with all of the difficulties that go along with it. The vitriol displayed by some 
of the commenters is understandable; being confronted with poverty can call up a whole host of 
personal associations and assumptions that are uncomfortable to examine. But the level of 
engagement in this post also suggests that many people are working hard to make their views 
known, and even understand other viewpoints. There is also evidence that certain commenters 
who have read this post and engaged in the conversation have widened their boundaries, at least 
a bit, by the time they are done. As commenter Erudita Vanitas writes, “I just had an "Oh wow, 
you're right" moment. It's a new perspective and I am interested in learning more. It sounds like a 
good way for dialogue to raise awareness across multiple cultures.”30 
It remains to be seen, however, whether these conversations will spur the kind of social 
activism that could help make our lives together better. We are still trying to figure out how to 
use social knowledge to engender the kinds of political, educational, and corporate reforms that 
will lead to lateral progress. It is also unclear how many of these discussions actually involve the 
wealthiest people; it may be that very little cross-class conversation actually goes on in online 
conversations. 
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Yet even within this uncertainty, the examples I have offered here suggest strongly that 
the internet is a space that can support educational relationships and experiences that can lead to 
social knowledge and social change, both online and in the physical world. If we take this new 
space seriously and realistically, then we may be able to utilize it in fashioning something that 
functions like a settlement, while addressing our current needs and reflecting our newer 
communication styles. This possibility leads to all sorts of questions. What would this new 
online settlement look like? Can we envision an online space that would be both accessible and 
hospitable to all kinds of people? How can we enable conversations across a wide variety of 
cultures, classes, nationalities, and languages, in ways that will allow us to develop relationships 
that transcend our normal boundaries? What about those who have not yet gained internet access 
– can we still find ways to accommodate them, and if so, how? Can we find ways to encourage 
participation in the more privileged members of society? Will this new kind of “living together” 
bring us closer, or will we find out that our differences are too great? Can we enact real change, 
or will this end up becoming another kind of empty activism?  
I think Addams might say that like anything else, where we take ourselves is ultimately 
up to us. We can’t predict the answers. We can only use what we have in the present with a hope 
for the future, and see what happens when we try. 
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